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Letter from the 
Editors 

2016 has been a year of growth for the Mine Wars Museum. Not only has the museum 
entertained thousands of visitors from all across America, we have been fortunate 
enough to host a variety of events, debut a new exhibit, and begin the publication 
of our museum journal. Scholars such as Fred Barkey and Paul Rakes have travelled 
to Matewan to share their historical insights. Many descendants of participants in the 
Mine Wars have also stopped by and shared their stories with us. In short, a part of our 
history which has been neglected for so long now has a venue where the story can be 
told, expanded, and transmitted to future generations.  

One of the more liberating aspects of the Mine Wars Museum is that a group of 
volunteers banded together without any official state or corporate sponsorship to 
bring this story to the world. The museum itself is as grassroots as the very history it 
portrays. However, political and corporate independence also means we must find our 
own sources of financial support. It is in this spirit that we encourage all of our readers 
to become Museum Members this holiday season. If you share a love of this rich history, 
wish to see more exhibits, more artifacts on display, more oral histories recorded, more 
issues of In These Hills, and more events celebrating our heritage, help us usher in 2017 
with the support we need to keep this history alive. Details for membership are found 
inside this issue. 

Happy Holidays and thank you all for your support!
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It’s In the blood: interviews with 
West Virginia Mine Wars families 
Part 1 | The Dwyer Family By Chuck Keeney
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One of the more rewarding outcomes of this museum’s existence is how many descendants of actual participants in the Mine Wars 
have made themselves known to us. In our short time in operation, we have been blessed to host many wonderful visitors, including 
descendants of Fred Mooney and Lawrence Peggy Dwyer, two prominent figures in Mine Wars history. Not content to merely tell the 
Mine Wars story from what we already know, our museum endeavors to expand on the existing narrative by capturing the memories 
and stories handed down through the generations. This oral tradition, of course, has been how much of this history has been preserved. 
The following interview is with the Dwyer Family and is the first of a multi-part interview series which will continue in our next issue. 

One of the most intriguing and lesser 
known of the rank and file leaders during 
the Mine Wars was Lawrence “Peggy” 
Dwyer. Called “Peggy” for his peg leg, 
Dwyer lived at Eskdale, along Cabin Creek, 
when the violent 1912-1913 Strike began. 
He served as an organizer for the UMWA 
and reportedly specialized in smuggling 
guns, ammunition, and dynamite into the 
strike zone. According to Howard B. Lee’s 
account of the Mine Wars, Peggy Dwyer 
personally smuggled a machine gun and 
several thousand rounds of ammunition 
to Blair Mountain.1 

In his autobiography, Fred Mooney 
credits Peggy Dwyer with suggesting 
that Mooney and Frank Keeney run for 
election as union officials in West Virginia. 
After helping Keeney and Mooney 
expose corruption in UMWA District 17, 
they pushed for new elections which 
ultimately made Keeney president and 
Mooney secretary-treasurer. After the 
Battle of Blair Mountain Dwyer worked 
to organize miners in Harlan County, 
Kentucky, becoming involved in the 
intense labor war of “Bloody Harlan” in 
the early 1930s.

But aside from a few tidbits such these, 
little else is known of Lawrence “Peggy” 
Dwyer. In fact, until very recently, our 
museum could only find one known 
photo of him. Fortunately, in June 2016, 
the Mine Wars Museum hosted a visit 
from members of the Dwyer family. 
After their tour, I sat down with Peggy 
Dwyer’s grandson, Lawrence Lee Dwyer, 
his great-granddaughter Rachel Dwyer 
Fields, and his great, great grandson 
Shawn Patrick Fields to shed a little light 
on the man known as Peggy.
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Rachel Dwyer Fields, Lawrence Lee Dwyer, and Shawn Patrick Fields.
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Keeney: Tell me about your early 
memories of Peggy Dwyer.

Lawrence: I knew him since I was old 
enough to know anybody. He was 
grandpa. That’s what we called him. The 
times I knew him, he lived in Shoals, 
Indiana. He had retired around 1936. He 
was a generous man. He would give us 
kids money all the time. Just change. He 
had a funny way of doing it. He had a peg 
leg. His left leg was actually a peg. But 
when he would dress up he would put 
his hollow leg on. He would put pocket 
change in his hollow leg. The leg was off 
just below the knee. When one of us kids 
would come up to him on the porch. He 
would pick us up and we would kick his 
leg and change would fall out of lots in 
the leg. He also bought groceries, food, 
and clothing for other folks in the area. 
Anybody that was in need.

Rachel: At Christmas he would come in 
with a wagon full of food and things for 
the kids in the area. It really helped out 
some families in the area. I think that ties 
in with what he did along Cabin Creek, 
helping people out, you know.

Lawrence: He had nine children. Six sons 
and three daughters. Peggy would take 
his paycheck and write individual checks 
to each of his kids as an allowance. Every 
month.

Keeney: How specifically did he lose his 
leg?

Lawrence: There was roof slate fall 
underground which mangled his leg 
right below the knee and they couldn’t 
save it.

Rachel: About 1901, he lost his leg 
working for the Raleigh Creek Coal 
Company. When he lost his leg he 
became so angry that he wanted to 
break the company. He lost his job, was 
kicked out of his home with his wife 
and three kids. That changed him. So he 
became a union organizer after that.

Lawrence: It made him pretty angry. He 
was out to get them, so to speak.

Shawn: When he got his knee 
amputated, his knee was infected, so 
his wife felt his knee. She took a needle, 
heated it on the stove, and stuck it in 
the infected part, getting all the puss 
out. So he could walk for a little while 
before they took it off. He would keep 
his worn out pegs in a shed behind his 
house.

Keeney: So what have you heard about 
some of his labor union activities?

Rachel: He grew up in Louisiana. And 
after he became married to Lilian 
Shorter, he moved to West Virginia and 
worked in the coal mines. When the 
[Paint Creek and Cabin Creek] strike 
began he was living in Eskdale. I’ve heard 
that he helped smuggle guns.

Lawrence: That’s what we’ve heard. No 
real details. Nothing that I can prove. 
There was this one time on Cabin Creek. 
This was when they were living in the 
tent. Somebody shot through the tent. 
The kids were playing around in the 
tent, and they must’ve found a gun. 
Somebody accidently shot off a gun and 
it went through the tent and may have 
hit someone. But nobody was hurt bad. 
Peggy wouldn’t let anybody talk about 
the incident, because they weren’t 
supposed to have guns down there.2  

Rachel: (to Lawrence) You have a gun 
of his.

Lawrence: Yes, he had a .410 shotgun. I 
still have it. That was what he had for 
his personal protection, and he needed 
it. I’d say he did. And he would’ve used it. 

Keeney: Do you know about specific 

attempts on his life?

Lawrence: Definitely. Well, it was 
always the Baldwin-Felts guys out to 
get him. There was this other guy too, a 
Ben Unthink. His name was Unthink. That 
was in Kentucky, in Harlan County.3 

Keeney: What happened in Kentucky?

Lawrence: He went to bed and there 
was a dynamite charge under his bed. He 
had a room rented in a two story house. 
When that charge went off it blew the 
whole side of the room out and blew 
him up to the ceiling. He had red ink 
with him and it spilled all over him and 
he thought it was blood. He used to tell 
that story all the time. (laughs) 

Rachel: There was another place, in 
Pineville, Kentucky. 

Lawrence: In the thirties.

Keeney: So what happened in Pineville?

Lawrence: Same thing. Dynamite under 
the bed. A lot of that going around back 
then. (laughs)

Rachel: He didn’t get hurt in that one, 
either. Just scratches. It happened in 
1933. 

Keeney: The coal operators must’ve 
thought he was a dangerous man.

Lawrence: Oh yes. He was a definite 
threat to them. 

Rachel: There was an earlier attempt on 
his life during the 1912 strike. He was in 
the backseat of a car. Two guys were in 
the front. While along Paint Creek they 
got shot at from the hills and I think one 
of the guys in the front was killed. 

Keeney: Earlier at the museum you 
mentioned something about a cowbell 
story. I have to ask you about that.

Lawrence: It happened in Lively’s 
restaurant. Right here in Matewan 
after the gunfight with Hatfield. Lively 
was the turncoat, the spy.4 He ran that 

“There are so many 
things we’ll never 

know. I’ve never 
uncovered anything 

that was disgraceful. 
He was what he was. 

He didn’t try to be 
somebody he wasn’t.“
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restaurant and was an informant for the 
Baldwin-Felts. They found out that he 
was a spy. There was some other guy 
who frequented that restaurant. And 
they found out that he was a spy as well. 
I don’t remember his name. But Dwyer 
and some others cornered him in the 
restaurant. They padlocked a cowbell 
around his neck and set him loose. 
(laughs) Or course he could eventually 
cut it off, but it let everyone know, when 
they heard that cowbell ringing, that he 
was a turncoat. 

Keeney: Did your dad ever talk about 
his father?

Lawrence: Yes he did. Grandpa Dwyer 

had a good income from the union. But 
he spent his money on everybody in 
the neighborhood. He got his boys, his 
family, out of West Virginia. He bought a 
farm, sight unseen, from a friend of his in 
Indiana. It was a complete working farm. 
He rented three or four railroad cars to 
take his family and his belongings there. 
Everything. Pigs, chickens, you name it. 
He moved his whole family from Beckley 
to Indiana. A real out of the way place, 
too.

Keeney: Was this right after Blair 
Mountain?

Lawrence: Yes. It would’ve been. It was 
when grandpa had a lot of turmoil after 

Blair Mountain and wanted to get his 
family away from whatever was going 
on in West Virginia. 

Rachel: He didn’t go with his family 
initially. He sent them ahead and stayed 
behind.

Lawrence: Grandpa sent his brothers. His 
brothers went there also, looked around 
at all the farm equipment, because it 
came with the farm, and wondered, 
“what on earth are we all going to do 
with this?” They didn’t even know. So 
this was 1921 or early 22. The place was 
really out of the way and grandpa had 
never been there when he bought it. 
Everybody sat on the front porch back 

The room where Peggy Dwyer stayed while in Harlan County, Kentucky. Dynamite was placed under the 
bed in an attempt on his life.
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then. All the kids were on the porch one 
night and Peggy came home. He only 
came home once every few months 
while he was still organizing with the 
union. He arrived on a horse. It was dark. 
He called out, “Hello to the house.” They 
said hello. He said, “Can you tell me 
where the Dwyer farm is?” One of the 
kids, my dad or Vince, went inside and 
called to Mom and said, “Mom, Dad is 
here and he’s lost his mind.” (laughs)

Rachel: The kids said he would show 
up once every few months. Doll out 
a bunch of tasks for the kids for them 
to get done while he was away. No 
one questioned him. He had a very 
commanding presence. He made his 
own clothes too.

Keeney: For many of us who have studied 
the Mine Wars and been intrigued by 
Peggy Dwyer, there was always some 
mystery about what happened to him 
after the Battle of Blair Mountain.

Lawrence: He had this sentence hanging 
over him. The story in the family is that 
he could not go back to West Virginia 
for the charges against him. He was 
charged with treason against the state 
of West Virginia and some other things. 
But he didn’t stop working. He did go 
to Kentucky later. He went to Pineville. 
Rented a hotel room. Lived out of there 
and worked for the union there. His 
contact there was George Titler, who 
wrote the book Hell in Harlan, about the 
Harlan County coal wars.5  He mostly did 
the same stuff he did in West Virginia. 
His career winded down after that, I 
think.

Rachel: We always heard that Few 
Clothes Johnson6  was his driver. He 
never learned to drive. 

Lawrence: He wanted to drive himself, 
but it wasn’t safe after that leg was 
taken off. He tried to drive with his peg 
and wrecked all kinds of cars. In Pineville 
once, he had a head on collision with 
the sheriff’s car. (laughs) Anyway, the 
union wanted to get him a driver and 

you’ve got to pass the test. Peggy’s test. 
Peggy had him drive up to the top of a 
hill and said he had to drive down it, off 
the road, to prove he could drive well 
enough for him. (laughs)

Keeney: How did Peggy Dwyer die?  

Lawrence: Heart attack in October 1939. 
He had been retired, but not for a long 
time.

Keeney: So how do you feel about 
Peggy Dwyer’s legacy and the role he 
played in Mine Wars history?

Rachel: I grew up hearing about it in the 
family. I’m proud of it. I think whatever 
he did, whether illegal or not, he did 
very calculated to help other people. He 
didn’t kill anybody who wasn’t trying to 
kill him.

Lawrence: Oh, I admired him. He was 
out for the betterment of the people. 
Not to strictly take care of himself, but 
his family and others. He gave away a 
lot of his own money. He bought a lot of 
food for people during the Depression. 
Some of the families said they couldn’t 
have gotten by without Grampa Dwyer. 
I’d like to know more about him. What 
he did. I’m sure you would like to know 

more about your great-grandad as well. 
There are so many things we’ll never 
know. I’ve never uncovered anything 
that was disgraceful. He was what he 
was. He didn’t try to be somebody he 
wasn’t.  

1Howard B. Lee, Bloodletting in Appalachia 
(Parsons: McClain Printing Company, 1969), 
97.

2Martial Law was declared three times during 
the Paint Creek-Cabin Creek Strike. During 
these declarations the tent colonies at Holly 
Grove and Eskdale were raided and guns 
confiscated. Those found with guns were 
arrested. 

3The Harlan County Coal Wars took place 
in Kentucky during the 1930s. They were, in 
many respects, similar to the conflicts in the  
West Virginia coalfields.

4C. E. Lively ran a restaurant in Matewan, 
West Virginia in 1920-21. Lively worked as an 
undercover informant for the Baldwin-Felts 
Detective Agency and testified against Sid 
Hatfield during his trial, claiming that Hatfield 

murdered Mayor Cabell Testerman during 
the famous 1920 Battle of Matewan. Hatfield 
was found not guilty, but Lively would later 
be among those who shot and killed Sid 
Hatfield and Ed Chambers on the McDowell 
County Courthouse steps on August 1, 1921.

5George J. Titler, Hell in Harlan (New York: 
BJW Printers, 1972). 

6Dan Chain, also known as “Few Clothes” 
Johnson was an African-American coal miner 
from Eskdale and unionist who played a 
prominent role in the Paint Creek-Cabin 
Creek Strike. Fred Mooney wrote that Few 
Clothes was in a special group called the 
“Dirty Eleven” who carried out some of the 
more violent acts in the strike. Few Clothes 
was portrayed by actor James Earl Jones in 
the 1987 film Matewan. Like Dwyer, very little 
is known of him.

Lawrence Dwyer with wife, Lilian and 
sons, (left to right) Dick, Frank, and 
Arthur. Taken during the Mine Wars.
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t was a rainy, dreary Saturday 
afternoon. I was researching 
mining disasters for the West 
Virginia Mine Wars Museum 

since I woke up. While interesting 
enough to keep me engaged, the topic 
was sad and I was slowly losing interest. 
I started texting my mom and sister, who 
both still live in Georgia, where I grew 
up. I told them about the project and my 
mom’s reply caught me off guard:  

“Your great-uncle Albert lost some 

fingers in a mining accident. He was a 
great saxophone player and could never 
play again.”

I had met my Uncle Albert once, in the 
house that he and my Aunt Mary bought 
on Claytor Lake, in Virginia. I was young, 
maybe seven. All I remember about that 
visit is that we ate hot dogs and that I 
loved my Great Uncle Albert. I did not 
notice his missing fingers. Since I have 
grown up and moved to West Virginia, 
I have gotten the chance to spend time 

with Aunt Mary and get to know her, 
but I missed the opportunity to get to 
know Uncle Albert as anything other 
than a laughing and friendly childhood 
memory.1

As I continued with my research, I 
developed a renewed interest in a topic 
which directly impacted my family, a 
topic which directly impacts so many 
families. It is hard to talk to anyone in 
a coal mining community who was not 
impacted by a mining disaster of some 

Exhibit Feature: Miners’ Memorial
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By Eliza Newland

Visitors to the museum are able to custom imprint the name of a fallen miner on gold check tags and place them on 
the Miners’ Memorial.

Eliza Newland is the Collections and Program Manager at the Royce J. and Caroline B. Watts Museum in Morgantown, West 
Virginia. She did the research for the WV Mine Wars Museum’s Miners’ Memorial and had the opportunity to visit Matewan for 
the first time for the unveiling ceremony. She’ll be back. 



sort, whether it was a roof fall or mining 
explosion. Death and injury in the mines 
had been so frequent during the most 
of the 20th century that it became a 
part of the cultural thinking of coal 
communities, what Paul Rakes calls a 
“subculture of danger” formed due to 
the coupling of day-to-day accidents 
with the cycle of larger disasters.2

As late as 1968, the general public 
accepted the “truth” of coal mining as 
an inherently dangerous occupation in 
which people die; however, the simple 
truth of the matter is that mines were 
not being regulated appropriately. 
Between 1902 and 1964, 546 miners died 
in McDowell County alone.  

During my research, I read of the horrors 
of large-scale mining disasters over 
and over again In the first half of the 
20th century, experiences with the 
risk of modern mining, in addition to 
the research and educational work of 
the Bureau of Mines, had increased 
knowledge; however, the potential 
benefits of such knowledge proved 
unable to overcome the long-standing 
habits of risk-taking by both managers 
and miners. The collected carelessness 
lasted until the 1968 disaster at 

Farmington, where 78 men died, which 
created the impetus for the Federal Coal 
Mine Health and Safety Act of 1969. The 
1976 Scotia explosions, which occurred 
while a Congressional Committee was 
considering the inadequacies of the Coal 
Act and the enforcement of those laws, 
demonstrated that until Congress finally 
provided truly effective mine health and 
safety laws and insisted on responsive 
administration and enforcement of those 
laws, the disasters would continue. With 
the passing of the Federal Mine Safety 
and Health Act of 1977, mining fatalities 
have dropped significantly. 

At the unveiling ceremony of the Miners’ 
Memorial, everyone in attendance 
witnessed the close tie between West 
Virginia mining communities and 
disaster. Shirley Henson Mattox spoke 
about losing her father, Grant Henson, in 
a mine accident at the age of 14. 

“It was 62 years ago,” Mattox said, 
unable to hold back tears. “But if feels 
like it was yesterday. We looked up to 
and adored him. . . . Now we can ensure 
that his name, along with the names of 
all those other fathers, is not forgotten.”

Her words and memories brought it 

all home for me, and made me so very 
grateful. Grateful for the memories that 
I have of my Great Uncle Albert and for 
the safe work environment that I go 
and work in everyday. It made me think 
about the recent disaster at Upper Big 
Branch. Much like the other disasters 
throughout West Virginia’s history, 
the disaster at Upper Big Branch was 
preventable.  

The Miners’ Memorial Exhibit now 
stands in the lobby of the West Virginia 
Mine Wars Museum. It features a video 
interview with historian Paul Rakes, 
information on the history of mining 
disasters, and a check tag board for 
fallen miners.  Visitors can memorialize 
loved ones by stamping their names 
and a date in a check tag to hang on the 
memorial.
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1 Since writing this article, I learned 
that my Uncle Albert was a mine rescue 
worker and that, in addition to losing 
two fingers, he also had ribs broken and 
lost part of his two front teeth. 

2 Paul Rakes, “A Combat Scenario: Early 
Coal Mining and the Culture of Danger,” 
Jennifer Egolf, Ken Fones-Wolf, Louis C. 
Martin, eds., Culture, Class, and Politics 
in Modern Appalachia (Morgantown: 
West Virginia University Press, 2009): 
56-87.

Historian Paul Rakes speaking at the Miners’ Memorial dedication.

Names placed on the check tags are 
done so by hand, usually by family 
members of the fallen miners.
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Event Recap: Legends and Legacies

s a graduate student at Marshall University, I walked 
into Dr. Robert Maddox’s office one day and told him 
I planned to write my masters’ thesis on Frank Keeney 
and the Mine Wars. Dr. Maddox immediately responded, 

“You need to meet Fred Barkey.” 

I took his advice. Since that time, I’ve had the pleasure of 
knowing, studying under, and learning from Fred Barkey, the 
dean of West Virginia labor historians and founder of the West 
Virginia Labor History Association. On Saturday, September 
10, 2016, with funding from the National Coal Heritage Area 
Authority, Dr. Barkey joined us for a lecture at the Mine Wars 
Museum and told an eager and packed museum crowd the 
story of his father in law, Charlie Holstein, who fought in the 
Battle of Blair Mountain.1

The museum was also honored on that day to host a visit from 
the family of Fred Mooney and Frank Keeney. Tijah Bumgardner, 
who photographed the event, also filmed a special oral 
history interview with both Keeney and Mooney families. An 
interview with Forrest Mooney, one of Fred Mooney’s sons, 
will be published in the next issue of In These Hills. 

The filmed oral history will also be made available sometime 

in the future. The day was a rare opportunity to meet and 
learn from descendants and scholars of the Mine Wars and has 
made all the hard work and sweat of our museum team more 
than worthwhile. For those who joined us, please come back. 
For those who did not, stay tuned for future events in 2017.

1For a detailed account of Charlie Holstein’s Blair Mountain experience, 
see Fred Barkey, “Blair Mountain Changed my Life: Reflections on the 
1921 Armed Miners March,” Goldenseal (Spring 2016): 56-63. 

By Chuck Keeney
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The Mooney family on Legends and Legacies Day
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Fred Barkey addresses attendees at Legends and 
Legacies Day
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Hours and Contact Information

This project is supported in part by a grant from the National Coal Heritage Area Authority. 

Address: 
336 Mate Street
Matewan, WV 25678

Phone Number:
304-426-8692

Become a Mine Wars Museum 
Member and secure your 
subscription to In These Hills

The West Virginia Mine Wars Museum is open Saturdays and Sundays 12 PM - 7 PM. 

We’ve got some exciting news for you! You can become one 
of the first Members of the West Virginia Mine Wars Museum, 
and get your very own Mine Wars Member Card. You will also 
continue to receive issues of In These Hills. Beginning in 2017, 
only those who are Museum Members will continue to get our 
journal in the mail, so please sign up to keep your subscription.

In the early 1900s, Miners fought for their rights as workers 
and as Americans by banding together—regardless of race or 
ethnicity—for a common cause. They believed all people had 
the right to working conditions that were safe and fair, where 
workers would be treated with dignity and respect. 

Today, we’re inviting you to join with us to ensure that the 
story of these miners and their families is honored and learned 
from for decades to come. Become one of the first members 
of the West Virginia Mine Wars Museum. 

For more details, and to join, please visit http://www.
wvminewars.com/member/. 

Thank you for supporting the West Virginia Mine Wars Museum!
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