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Thank you for joining us in exploring the songs and stories that are found “Just off the Wilderness 
Road”.The intent of this project is to be a conversation starter about people, places and events 
that have occurred throughout time, in the three state region surrounding the Cumberland Gap. 
Histories are rich in these mountains. There are many spectacular views to be seen. There are 
many events to attend. There are many personalities to get acquainted with. The Cumberland 
Gap Region is one of the finest places in the world and we want you to explore it to the fullest. We 
have worked very diligently from early 2018 through the spring of 2021 to  research, write the have worked very diligently from early 2018 through the spring of 2021 to  research, write the 
songs, collect performers, record, mix, and compile the liner notes. From the cover art to the last 
note played, this album is being brought to you by the sons and daughters of the Cumberland Gap 
Region. It is a product of us. We hope you enjoy hearing it as much as we have enjoyed making it.     

--Jason Davis     June 10, 2021                     

This project was brought to fruition by the support of the following: Claiborne County Commissioners, 
Davis Bros. Nursery, Inc., Farmers and Miners Bank, Guardians of the Gap, Lee Bank and Trust, 
Lee County Board of Supervisors, Lee County Community Foundation, Lincoln Memorial University, 

Mitch and Melanie Stockwell, Terry and Terri Weaver, and the Town of Pennington Gap.

In kind funding was very much appreciated from: White Rocks Community Center, Mitchell Cosby, 
Rachel Shott Cosby, Brandon Elkins, Shannon Davis Brock, Greg Brock, and Brenda Berry Cain 

(on behalf of Chris Neal).(on behalf of Chris Neal).

Lee County Historical and Genealogical Society will receive sales benefits from this project. Thanks to 
Greg Edwards, (Treasurer) and Tonya Peters for their bookkeeping and fund-raising efforts; 

Jeraldine, Joe and Wade Wilson of the White Rocks Civic Club and White Rocks Community Center for 
their grant writing assistance and the use of the Community Center as recording studio space. 
Harold Jerrell has graciously provided many excellent photographs for the booklet and website. 

We appreciate Rick Watson and the staff at the Powell Valley News for their extended coverage.  
Russ Carson and the Family Tree Nuts, History and Genealogy Service, thanks for interviewing us for Russ Carson and the Family Tree Nuts, History and Genealogy Service, thanks for interviewing us for 

the project kick off.   

Thank you to Bryan Turner for his dedication in co-producing, mixing, editing, playing, and singing. Lastly, 
a huge thank you to all the singers and musicians that took time to come and record this 

project. Their interpretations and musical embellishments really helped to bring these songs to life.    
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“It isn’t how you die, It’s what you live for” is a quote 
attributed to Daniel Boone. This song is a loose overview 
of his life and how he personified his own words. Daniel 
Boone was one of the most famous frontiersmen of early 
America. His true home was in the wilds, hunting and 
trapping for many of his days, being away from whatever 
house he had at the time for months on end. During his life house he had at the time for months on end. During his life 
he had enough adventures to fill volumes of literature. 
Stories of his achievements are many and some legendary. 
Born November 2, 1734 in Berks County, Pennsylvania, he 
moved with his English Quaker family to the Yadkin Valley 
area of North Carolina. While there, young Daniel drove a 
wagon for the North Carolina militia. In August, 1756 he 
married Rebecca Bryan. They would have six children by married Rebecca Bryan. They would have six children by 
1768. During that time he took many long excursions into 
the unsettled lands, and first went on a hunt through the 
Cumberland Gap in the fall of 1767, with a few other trips 
to the area soon afterward. In 1773, Boone attempted to 
move his family through the Cumberland Gap to settle into 
Kentucky but were turned around after a band of Indians 
attacked and killed his oldest son, James, and others who attacked and killed his oldest son, James, and others who 
had separated from the main group to bring in additional 
supplies (see song “Wallen’s Creek” for more of that story).
In March 1775, Boone and approximately 30 companions 
were hired by the investor group, Transylvania Company, to 
blaze what is now known as the Wilderness Road.  The team cut through nearly 200 miles of 
territory using buffalo traces, game trails and the Native American’s Warrior’s Path. In April, 1775 the 
group reached their destination in what is now Madison County, Kentucky. Fort Boonesborough was group reached their destination in what is now Madison County, Kentucky. Fort Boonesborough was 
established there. Boone would move his family to the fort the same year. Boone was commissioned a 
captain in the Virginia Militia in 1777. Later he was injured and captured by the Shawnee Indians. He spent
5 months with them and escaped, traveling vast miles of wilderness to warn the settlers of Boonesborough 
and then being instrumental in defending against the Shawnee in a 11 day siege.  Rebecca had their 10th 
child in 1781. Daniel was elected a member of the Virginia State Legislature the same year, and served 
three terms as well as fighting in the militia. Kentucky didn’t become a state until 1792. Boone had many three terms as well as fighting in the militia. Kentucky didn’t become a state until 1792. Boone had many 
land claims but lost most of what he owned in several disputes. He moved from Kentucky to modern day 
West Virginia, and to Louisiana and to Missouri. He also worked as a land surveyor and
store/tavern owner during his life. Daniel Boone died on September 26, 1820. He was residing 
in the home of his son, Nathan, near Defiance, Missouri. He was 85 years old.
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Approximately six miles east of Rose Hill, Virginia you can find 
the community of Hagan, Virginia.  The US Postal Service 
established an office there in 1892 that was eliminated by 

1952.  During that 60 year span, Hagan experienced a growth 
in population due to a tunnel that was built by L&N Railroad.  
Passing through the mountain into Harlan County, Kentucky, it 

was built in the late 1920’s and finished in 1930.      
Before the tunnel was constructed there was no easy way to Before the tunnel was constructed there was no easy way to 
reach Harlan. Automobiles were few and the road traveling 

there would require driving at least an hour, if you could find a 
ride.  Horseback was difficult as well due to the ridge being 

quite steep.  Another route was a man-made “Hole in the Wall” 
east of there, but the path to it was also fairly treacherous. 
The 15’ wide and over 6,000’ long (a little over a mile) train 
passage catalyzed major changes to the landscape and the passage catalyzed major changes to the landscape and the 
livelihoods of many people in the region.  Not only did it allow 

the easy shipment of coal, it joined the two worlds of 
Southwest Virginia and Eastern Kentucky.  It allowed 

effortless flow of the peoples, their work, their goods, and the 
melding of the cultures.  

James Carlyle Davis from Hagan, Virginia married Edna Jean 
Langford from Smith, Kentucky April 12, 1941.  He was one of 
many that ventured into Kentucky, through the tunnel, to 

“Court Kentucky Girls”.
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Route 63 runs 102 miles from Sneedville, Tennessee to Huntsville, Tennessee.  One of the more scenic 
drives down this highway is through Powell Valley in Claiborne County.  From there you can exit off in 
several places to take advantage of the recreational waters of the Powell River and Norris Lake.

The Tennessee Valley Authority built Norris Dam for flood control and navigation of the Tennessee River 
and to provide hydroelectric power for the region. Construction started October 1, 1933; the dam began 
operating July 28, 1936.  Six hundred boats were using the lake by 1937 and the number doubled the 
following year.  Now, thousands enjoy Norris Lake to fish, swim, water ski, and as a home 
away from home.  away from home.  
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Middlesboro, Kentucky native Henry Harrison Mayes (1898-1986) was God’s advertiser.  He spent most 
of his life making signs which promoted the Lord.  Placed in as many locations as possible, his monuments 
reached 44 states.  He dropped a reported 56,000 bottles which contained religious messages into 
various waters all over the world.  He embodied the term “dedicated”. 
Harrison dug coal 43 years for the Fork Ridge Mining Company in Mingo Hollow, just south-west of Harrison dug coal 43 years for the Fork Ridge Mining Company in Mingo Hollow, just south-west of 
Middlesboro over the Tennessee state line.  In 1918, a mine car broke loose and crushed him against the 
wall of the mine.  He prayed that if the Lord pulled him through the accident that he would be His 
servant the remainder of his days.  After his rescue, the doctors reported to his wife, Lillie, that he 
would not likely survive the night. As Harrison slowly healed, he began to search the path to make good 
on his promise.  He felt like his preaching and singing was not up to par, but he could draw.  His first 
test subject was the family pig.  He caught the black sow and wrote on her side, then let her run free in test subject was the family pig.  He caught the black sow and wrote on her side, then let her run free in 
the coal camp.  He began to paint barns, trees, coal cars, all with messages stating “Get Right with 
God”,  “Prepare to Meet God”, or “Jesus is Coming Soon”.   He constructed up to 1600 wooden crosses 
that he planted in various locations, before he thought of making them more permanent and forming 
the messages in concrete.  The 13’, 1,400 pound hearts and crosses would be loaded up on a hired flatbed 
truck, three at a time.  In the night he would find locations to plant them, often not asking permission 
from the land owners. He would dig a hole, back the truck to it, and roll it across a row of pipes, right from the land owners. He would dig a hole, back the truck to it, and roll it across a row of pipes, right 
into the hole.  He continued this process through the rest of his life, reaching 44 states before his 
passing.  He had left instructions on several monuments for delivery to foreign countries after his 
passing.  Some were even marked for other planets.  
He built his house in the shape of a cross and painted “Jesus Saves” on the roof to be viewed by folks on 
airplanes.  He made all of the concrete blocks himself and carefully formed a cross on each one.  Mr. Mayes 
would often work double shifts in the mines to fund his advertising.  He also worked on the side, painting 
signs for the Coca Cola Company and other businesses.  His fellow miners set aside money from their pay 
to help him, and churches would also take up donations.  An enormous lit cross on the eastern hillside of 
Middlesboro still shines each night as a testament to the promise. 
Not everyone was happy with Harrison’s methods. In 1947, Virginia state officials removed 39 concrete Not everyone was happy with Harrison’s methods. In 1947, Virginia state officials removed 39 concrete 
monuments and delivered them to him with a bill for $39.  At the time, advertisements that were not 
associated with nearby businesses were required to obtain license plates, which he had not.  In 1949, 
Harrison said the following in an interview with the Louisville Courier-Journal:  “I’m not a crank at all,” 
he said. “It’s just that I’m interested in religion and that I believe in advertising it to other people.  I he said. “It’s just that I’m interested in religion and that I believe in advertising it to other people.  I 
do my preaching pretty much like some people sell their goods.  That’s what you’ve got to do to make 
people come around to seeing that religion is a normal thing.  Just keep telling them.  And brother, when 
you come right down to it, a man needs religion more than he needs a pack of cigarettes or a tube of 
shaving cream.”



Joseph Martin Jr. held many titles in his lifetime:  Farmer, Plantation overseer, Gambler, Soldier, 
Longhunter, Explorer, Pioneer, Indian diplomat, Indian fighter, Land agent, and Brigadier General.  He is 
most well known as being a key person in establishing one of the first settlements in deep Southwest 
Virginia, a good 100 miles from previous settlements.  The site became a major stopping point on the 
Wilderness Road as settlers moved westward into Kentucky.

The first Martin’s Station was established in 1769 after he and his companions raced to be the first to The first Martin’s Station was established in 1769 after he and his companions raced to be the first to 
the area in hopes of securing a promised 21,000 acres.  Located where Rose Hill, Virginia is now, the 
group built a fort, a few cabins and planted a corn crop.  The creek that they settled by was named 
Martin’s Creek, which still holds true.  They toiled and were progressing well through the summer, until 
the Cherokee Indians, defending their hunting grounds, swooped in, burned them out, and forced them to 
move back east.  They returned in 1775, but were thwarted in their settling efforts by the Native 
Americans again.  In 1783, they successfully returned a third time, moving the fort to a location nearer Americans again.  In 1783, they successfully returned a third time, moving the fort to a location nearer 
the Cumberland Gap.  

Judge Richard Henderson’s Transylvania Company purchased 32 million acres from the Cherokee in 1775.  
Martin served as agent and record keeper for new lands in the region and further into Kentucky.  The 
Station served the travelers coming down the Wilderness Road as a safe place to rest and resupply.  In 
1788, he moved back to Henry County, Virginia to the area that is now known as Martinsville.

Today, Wilderness Road State park in Ewing, Virginia has built a replica of Martin Station 
and has spring and fall events, featuring a “raid” reenactment in May.
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Dr. Thomas Walker first noted the Cumberland Gap in 1750.  In 1775, Daniel Boone blazed the 
Wilderness Road trail.  It is said that he used the White Rocks as a signpost to being on the right path 
and very close to reaching the Gap.

Today hikers can travel to the top of the White Rocks, by going up the trail in Ewing Virginia.  The Today hikers can travel to the top of the White Rocks, by going up the trail in Ewing Virginia.  The 
Cumberland Gap National Historical Park has established parking, a pavilion, and rest room facilities at 
the Thomas Walker Civic Park where the trail head begins.  The 5.2 mile hike is sure to get the blood 
pumping, and there are many trees, flowers and creatures to experience along the way.  Most folks also 
visit the Sand Cave while on that same journey, which brings the total to 9 miles of hiking and many 
beauties of nature to enjoy. 
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Dr. Thomas Walker first named Gap Cave in his written description of the area in 1750.  There has been 
18.5 miles of cavern mapped, lying underneath the Pinnacle Overlook.  There are 6 known entrances.  Gap 
Cave has been called by different names through time, “King Solomon’s Cave” during its first iteration of 
a commercial touring venture and later “Cudjo’s Cave”, named for a fictional slave character that James 
T. Trowbridge wrote of hiding there during the Civil War. 
In actuality, during the Civil War, Gap Cave was used by soldiers.  Both sides held Cumberland Gap In actuality, during the Civil War, Gap Cave was used by soldiers.  Both sides held Cumberland Gap 
twice, but there was not a major battle there.  The “Soldier’s Cave” area was used as a hospital, an 
ammunition dump, a place of shelter, rest, and a place of exploration.  They discovered if they poked a 
candle to the end of a long stick, the smoke from the flame would stain the limestone and would leave 
their names behind on the high walls and ceilings.  James E. Rains was one of those soldiers.  His name 
appears there today just as clearly as it did in 1862.   
Personally against the concept of succession, Rains chose to side with his native state of Tennessee and Personally against the concept of succession, Rains chose to side with his native state of Tennessee and 
join the Confederate Army.  He had not been a practicing lawyer very long, graduating Yale in 1854 and 
elected Nashville city attorney in 1858.  He and his young bride, Ida, welcomed the birth of their 
daughter, Laura, in 1859.   He enlisted as a private in 1861 and found himself promoted to colonel by the 
end of the year and leading the guarding Confederate garrison at Cumberland Gap by the winter of 
1861-62.  He was noted as being a skilled battle leader, successfully repelling Union forces from taking 
the Gap several times.
“The Ballad of James E Rains” explores what could have been going through this young man’s mind as he “The Ballad of James E Rains” explores what could have been going through this young man’s mind as he 
inscribed his name in Gap Cave.  Later in 1862, he was transferred from East Tennessee and ended up 
in Murfreesboro.  His life ended in the battle of Stones River on December 31st.  His last words were 
“Forward my brave boys, forward!”  He had been field promoted to Brigadier General. You can 
see James E. Rains’ signature and all the other wonders of Gap Cave through guided tours 
with The Cumberland Gap National Historical Park service.   
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In 1773, Daniel Boone and Captain William Russell of Castlewood, Virginia agreed to lead a group of 
settlers into Kentucky.   Boone’s party, which consisted of family and extended family, were traveling 
from the Yadkin Valley area of North Carolina.  When they reached present day Abingdon, Virginia, Boone 
sent his seventeen year old son, James, to veer north to Castle’s Woods (Castlewood) to pick up supplies 
and to inform Captain Russell that their party was on the way and continuing west.  Upon arriving, 
James learned that the Russell party was not quite ready to depart.  So they gathered their supplies 
and continued traveling, picking up Captain Russell’s seventeen year old son, Henry Russell, and over a half and continued traveling, picking up Captain Russell’s seventeen year old son, Henry Russell, and over a half 
dozen others. 
On October 9, James’ and Henry’s party had camped alongside Wallen’s Creek near modern day 
Stickleyville, Virginia.  As night approached, their animals seemed unsettled and wolves were howling in 
the distance.  The group finally settled down to rest.  At daybreak the stillness was broken by gunfire.  
A band of Indians swooped into the camp.  Several were killed immediately.  James Boone and Henry 
Russell were both shot in their hips, and unable to get on their feet.  James recognized the leader of 
the Indian party as Big Jim,  a Shawnee that had visited at his family’s table in North Carolina.  Jim 
and his associates lept upon the two youth and began to torture them, cutting their faces and pulling and his associates lept upon the two youth and began to torture them, cutting their faces and pulling 
their finger and toe nails out.  The boys begged for release, then later to be put out of their misery.   
Their hands were shredded from attempts to stop the knife slashes.  Only two members of the party, 
Isaac Crabtree and a slave named Adam were able to escape the brutality.  Another slave was taken by 
the Indians, but was later killed.  
Captain William Russell’s group came upon the massacre site later and sent a scout ahead to find Boone’s 
group, who was only 3 miles in front.  They learned that James Boone’s group had mistakenly veered off 
onto an alternate path from the main party.  The remaining settlers decided to abandon their plans and 
turn back to Castlewood, where they would reside for the next few months. This event fanned the 
flames of what would become Lord Dunnmore’s War between the Virginia Colony and the Shawnee and 
Mingo Indian nations.  John Murry, who was the 4th Earl of Dunmore, and Governor of 
Virginia commissioned Boone to be a captain of the militia and in charge of three garrisons 
of troops to fight Indians in 1774.of troops to fight Indians in 1774.
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Atop Brush Mountain, in Bell County, Kentucky, Sherman and Nicey Ann Hensley were allotted 21 acres 
from Nicey Ann’s father, Barton Hensley, in 1903.  The couple purchased an additional  33 acres.  In 
1904, family members began to move to the settlement.  Nancy and Willy Gibbons hiked up first, then 
others followed.  Families grew and a one room school was established in 1908.  By 1925, the population 
peaked at 100.  Conditions were always primitive; no running water, indoor plumbing, or electricity.  
Horses and mules did the work of tractors.  When the world wars came about, many men left to join the 
army.  Others went to mine coal.  Some married spouses that could not tolerate the isolation of the army.  Others went to mine coal.  Some married spouses that could not tolerate the isolation of the 
mountain top.  By 1951, the population dwindled to one, the patriarch Sherman Hensley,  who finally 
retreated down the mountain, leaving Hensley Settlement to fall into disrepair.  
Cumberland Gap Historical National Park dedicated the settlement as part of the park lands in 1959.  
Today it serves as a living history museum and tours can be made May through October.  Folks also can 
hike 7.8 miles from Chadwell Gap in Lee County, Virginia to explore Hensley Settlement.
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It is estimated up to 300,000 people traveled down the Wilderness Road from 1775-1810.  Many were 
on their way to settle north into Kentucky and other lands west of the Cumberland Gap.  What made 
folks stop where they did?  “Just off the Wilderness Road” asks this question.
In 1750, Dr. Thomas Walker partnered with Peter Jefferson (father of Thomas Jefferson) and 
started the Loyal Land Company.  Walker journaled details of over 800,000 acres in southwest Virginia.  
He and his group traveled through the Cumberland Gap into Kentucky and even built a small cabin.
In 1769, Joseph Martin built Martin Station where Rose Hill, Virginia is today.  On March 17, 1775, In 1769, Joseph Martin built Martin Station where Rose Hill, Virginia is today.  On March 17, 1775, 
Richard Henderson's Transylvania Company purchased much of the land (32 million acres) that is now 
Kentucky and Tennessee from the Cherokee through a treaty signed at Sycamore Shoals on the 
Watauga River.  They paid in supplies and trade goods, equal to approximately 10,000 British Pounds 
(value of only $1.5 million U.S. in 2016). Soon after,  Henderson hired Daniel Boone to blaze a trail 
through southwest Virginia into Kentucky.  

Many settlers that followed would have purchased land from agents of the Transylvania Company or Many settlers that followed would have purchased land from agents of the Transylvania Company or 
other similar organizations.  Due to limited mapping, disputes and confusion of property ownership were 
common.  Undoubtedly, there were instances of people stopping where it was necessary and finding a 
suitable place to settle. This was the case for the fictitious William Davis mentioned in this song.
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Mahala Collins Mullins was born March 30, 1824 and died Sep 10, 1898 (aged 74) in Hancock County, 
Tennessee.  She was very large in stature and a lifelong moonshiner.  Many facts about this infamous 
person are masked in legend.  Many newspaper clippings from the time don’t agree on her name, her 
weight, the number of children she had or what she could actually do.  Mahala/Mahalia pronounced 
"Ma-Haley" was locally known as “Aunt Haley” sometimes “Big Haley” and did indeed sell vast amounts of 
apple and peach brandy that was reported as being of the finest quality.  Her family was a member of 
the Melungeon society and her notoriety from being the matriarch of moonshine added to the mythos of 
the people.  the people.  
She was married to John Mullins around 1840 and they did have approximately 20 children (some who 
passed in childbirth).    It was likely that John and some of their sons were the distillers of the 
moonshine and Haley served as salesperson.  After her children were born, it is thought she contracted 
lymphatic filariasis which led to the syndrome of elephantiasis.  In photos, her legs and arms are shown 
to be quite enlarged and her mass overall had been estimated to be 250-600 lbs on a 5’9” frame.  Later 
in life, her size limited her mobility until she was finally bedridden.    
The Hancock County justice system did attempt to arrest Haley multiple times with one officer writing 
in his report that she was “catchable but not fetchable”.  It was said she was a kind hostess to 
whomever visited, whether it be lawmen, customers or family.  She would tell the lawmen to “take me if 
you can” and would tell them that she would love to come down from the ridge and meet the judge.  
Truth be known she lived her entire life in a 3 mile radius 
on top of Newman’s Ridge.  It was said that they built her coffin around the bed she died in, 
tore out the wall where a chimney was supposed to be built, and buried her in the yard nearby.  
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The settlement of Bell County Kentucky’s Yellow Creek was established by John Turner in 1810.  Growth 
was limited until engineer and entrepreneur Alexander Arthur began investigating iron ore deposits in 
1886.  He was born in Scotland, raised in Canada, and had most recently been running a massive lumber 
operation in Newport, Tennessee which failed due to a massive flooding of the Pigeon River, breaking the 
log booms, and losing their profits to the currents.  This time, Arthur was promoting a possible 
“Pittsburg of the South” to wealthy backers.  In England, he found the funding to start the “Magic 
City” which was formerly named Middlesborough after the existing English town (shortened to 
Middlesboro in 1894).  The American Association was formed with a 20 million dollar investment and the Middlesboro in 1894).  The American Association was formed with a 20 million dollar investment and the 
purchase of 100,000 acres in the Yellow Creek Valley area.  The city was laid out in a grid fashion, with 
wide streets and railroads.  Large, upscale hotels and bars were established, and thousands of workers 
poured in due to the promise of growth, work and prosperity.  Middlesboro was suddenly a “boom town”.  

The song “Magic City” is about that time in Middlesboro and depicts three kinds of people that would 
have been found there in the late 1800s.   Verse one depicts a laborer in the iron ore mines, which proved 
to be a lower quality mineral and less in quantity than Arthur hoped.  Verse two speaks of a shop owner 
attempting to prosper from servicing the growing community.  Verse three is about the dark element of 
the population at the time, when properties were reportedly flipping at astronomical rates and some 
people were taking full advantage.   Much of Arthur’s promotions of The Magic City seemed to be a 
“slight of hand”. 

Middlesboro had an extremely massive and damaging fire in 1890, and the financial crisis of 1893 dried Middlesboro had an extremely massive and damaging fire in 1890, and the financial crisis of 1893 dried 
up the incoming funds.  Since then, the city has had ups and downs and has become a retail center for 
the tri-state region with numerous 
industries, restaurants and hotels.  
It is the only city to have been built 
“down in a hole” in a meteor crater. 

Additionally, during that boom time, it 
is believed that the first published is believed that the first published 
ragtime song was composed there by 
Ben Harney.  Our “Magic City” song 
was written in that format, with 
some regional touches that we are 
calling “Ragabilly”.  



28 29

Fiction became fact in Pineville, Kentucky during the summer of 1933.  As the story goes, children were 
fearful of the large rock that loomed over the town.  It was causing some sleepless nights.  Parents 
came up with the story of a massive chain bolted to the rock that would stop it from ever falling and 
doing harm.  The story spread and before long, visitors to the area were asking where they could go to 
see it.  So members of the community, the CCC Corp, The Kiwanians, and the local boy scouts formed 
“The Chained Rock Club”.    They located a large chain from nearby Hagan, Virginia, which had been used 
in a steam shovel for the Kentucky-Virginia Stone Company (likely used to dig the Hagan Tunnel...see in a steam shovel for the Kentucky-Virginia Stone Company (likely used to dig the Hagan Tunnel...see 
Court Kentucky Girls).  The 101 foot long chain was cut in half, then a team of 4 mules began dragging 
it up Pine Mountain.  It took two trips and when the mules gave out, 50 members of the club had to 
finish the job of transporting it to the top, piecing it back together, and hand drilling the bolts to hold it 
in place.  

Today you can hike up and see this famous chain and experience a fantastic view of Pineville and the 
surrounding area.  It is part of Pine Mountain State Park.  “Held up by a Chain” is a lullaby; a mother is 
telling her child to not be afraid of the storms and stones above.  
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 In the winter of 1938, a story of bewitchment floated out of Lee County, Virginia and into the national 
press.  Bertha Sybert, a 60 pound, nine year old from the Wallen’s Creek community was finding it 
difficult to sleep due to visits by a “white fuzzy thing” making noises like a rat gnawing wood.  It would 
begin vibrating her bed until it bounced up and down, sometimes quite violently.  Folks in the community 
heard about Bertha’s predicament and came to visit. The bed continued to bounce, even with four strong 
men at each post, trying to keep it from doing so.  
Word got to Mr. Virgil Q. Wacks, native Lee Countian, who was a former semi-pro baseball player, a Word got to Mr. Virgil Q. Wacks, native Lee Countian, who was a former semi-pro baseball player, a 
trained cinematographer, the former mayor of St. Charles, and associate editor for the county’s own 
Powell Valley News.  He got several stories into major magazines and newspapers through United Press 
International and the Associated Press.  Bertha was suddenly the talk across the nation.  Wacks took 
Bertha to the town of Pineville, Kentucky and attempted to get her to recreate the haunting 
experience, but the spirit was unwilling to perform for the crowd.
Two professors from the University of Tennessee came to inspect the scene.   Dr. Axel Brett and Dr. Two professors from the University of Tennessee came to inspect the scene.   Dr. Axel Brett and Dr. 
George Haslerud, professors of philosophy and psychology, visited with the Sybert family and shared a 
meal with them.  According to the Spartanburg Herald, the spirit became very boisterous, sausages 
jumped around their dinner plates and a tureen of soup fell over seemingly by itself.  The professors 
stated later that there were “peculiar” happenings and wrote in their report that Bertha displayed 
“unusual and noticeable body contractions”. Soon after, the press were publishing stories of various 
explanations of what was actually happening, but none of them were supernatural.
Eventually the press and visitors ceased traveling to the Sybert home.  Bertha grew up, married, raised Eventually the press and visitors ceased traveling to the Sybert home.  Bertha grew up, married, raised 
a family and finally passed at the age of 57 in Surry County, Virginia.  

No one really knows what was going on with little Bertha in 1938.  But Ralph Miner, 
a relative and first hand witness to the events back then stated “there was something
there that was beyond this world."  
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The song “Melungeon” is an introduction to a group of people found in the southeast, with a heavy 
concentration in the Cumberland Gap Region.  This mixed race has a mysterious origin that has puzzled 
people for hundreds of years.  As early as 1654, European explorers in the Appalachians met up with 
people having dark skin and caucasion features, living in log cabins and practicing Christianity.  They told 
the explorers that they were "Portyghee ''.  As more encounters happened, there was a common push for 
these persons of color to be pressed to leave the areas that the Europeans were settling and move to 
less desirable properties.  Prior to 1870 (and the introduction of The Fifteenth Amendment to the less desirable properties.  Prior to 1870 (and the introduction of The Fifteenth Amendment to the 
Constitution)  these people were denied the right to vote or to own land due to their race classification 
in the US Census.  Consequently the Melungeon people migrated towards the deepest hollows they could 
find, such as those in the Blackwater area of Lee County, Virginia, or the high spots on the mountains, 
like Newman’s Ridge in Hancock County, Tennessee.  
Melungeon folk tended to be like the typical Appalachian peoples, mostly humble farmers who kept to 
themselves.  A moonshine matriarch, Mahala Mullins (see “Aunt Haley''), was one of the notable ones 
covered by the press.  The texts often painted the Melungeon’s picture as being unsavory hillbilly folk, 
who were lazy, thieves or moonshiners.  Will Allen Dromgoole, a popular Tennessee writer and poet wrote 
a particularly scathing report of the Hancock County Melungeons in 1891.  In one passage she described 
them as “...exceedingly shiftless, and in most cases filthy. They care for nothing except their pipe, their 
liquor, and a tramp “ter towin.”  They will walk to Sneedville and back sometimes twice in twelve hours, liquor, and a tramp “ter towin.”  They will walk to Sneedville and back sometimes twice in twelve hours, 
up a steep trail though an almost unbroken wilderness, and never seem to suffer the least fatigue.”  
Formerly, being referred to as a Melungeon was a slur, and a stigma no one wanted to carry.
In more recent years, this attitude has changed.  One of the major influences in this was the release of 
Wise County Virginia’s native, Brent Kennedy’s book, The Melungeons: The Resurrection of a Proud People 
: an Untold Story of Ethnic Cleansing in America.  The expansion of the internet and genetic testing has 
increased questions people have about their genealogy.  This mixed race of people surely has mixed 
origins.  One thing is for certain, they survived the tribulations they encountered for generations and 
their descendents populate many areas of this country today. 



34 35

For thousands of years, the passage now known as Cumberland Gap was formed by herds of buffalo 
that crossed while traveling to and from salt licks.  Many Native Americans used the pass as hunting 
grounds.  The first written account describing the area was in the 1670’s by Abraham Wood.  
Cumberland Gap was named by Dr. Thomas Walker in 1750 after the English Duke of Cumberland.  
People settled in the area and Cumberland Gap registered a post office in 1803.  It wasn’t registered 
as an official town until 1907.
1n 1819, a blast furnace was built on the stream below Gap Cave.  Using locally sourced iron ore, 1n 1819, a blast furnace was built on the stream below Gap Cave.  Using locally sourced iron ore, 
limestone, charcoal, and creek water, 3 tons of iron per day were produced throughout the 1800s.  In 
1888, Alexander Arthur established a work camp in Cumberland Gap to dig a tunnel for the Knoxville, 
Cumberland Gap and Louisville Railroad.  Today, the Town of Cumberland Gap is a destination for folks to 
eat, drink, shop, rest or just hang out.  The song “Back to Cumberland Gap” describes a man who has 
lost a love and wishes to rekindle the relationship whilst engrossed in the beauty of the area.  
Daniel Boone once stated “I can’t say as ever I was lost, but I was bewildered once for three 
days.”  The town, and our entire region would love to welcome you to become bewildered here if days.”  The town, and our entire region would love to welcome you to become bewildered here if 
not for the first time, then to “go back to Cumberland Gap”.  
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