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Whatõs in a name? Sometimes little; but, sometimes even the mention of 

the name evokes a plethora of meaning, of remembrance, of legacy and loyalty.

  

 Windrocké.. Now thereõs a name for the ages. For the folks who grew 

up on the revered mountain, it translates as òhomeó. Memories of lazy days pick-

ing the abundant blackberries, with visions of cobblers to comeé.. Singings and 

baptizings, baseball, going over to the commissary for something good after 

daddy gets his pay from the mineé. Of being so close to town, yet a world 

aparté. Of riding a òrail horseó down the incline at speeds so insane that you 

know youõd never survive the crash if you came off the rails, yet you do it any-

wayé.. Of weddings and funerals, of babies born and grandparents laid to rest. 

 It is a truth beyond honest dispute that the story of Oliver Springs could not be fully told with-

out an extensive treatise on the Windrock mines and community that sprang up as a result. According to 

the research of Historian Snyder Roberts, there were at 

one time 105 company houses at Upper Windrock, 

and 65 houses at the foot of the mountain. Opened in 

1903 by the Windrock Coal and Coke Company which 

was a subsidiary of the Bessemer Coal, Iron and Land 

Company, the mines are estimated to have offered up 

between 20 million and 30 million tons of coal. De-

spite the enormous output, the mine had surprisingly 

few fatalities associated with its operation. For many, 

this is a testament to both the skill of the miners and 

the care and diligence exercised by the operators.  

 To those who actually worked in the mines, 

Windrock represented things that can only be imagined by the rest of us. Digging coal.. Thatõs what it 

was about. Whether blasting or setting timbers or installing roof 

bolts to keep the roof and sudden and instant death from crashing 

down or running a Joy loader or driving a òmotoró with tons of the 

black coal to be hauled out to the tipple, it ultimately was all about 

the coal. For some, it was an act of faith just to show up at the 

driftmouth for a journey that would carry you as much as a mile or 

even more into the bowels of an earth that was bereft of the moth-

erly spirit of idealistsõ fancy, for this earth wanted to kill you, and 

was constantly thinking up innovative ways to crush you, steal your 

precious oxygen, break your back and poison your lungs with the 

toxic dust that permeated every nook and cranny of the mine. 
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The old #1 Driftmouth 



the mountain was the way most families bought groceries and other necessities, and that 

most always involved a walk to the Commissary. The Windrock commissaries were full 

general merchandise stores, with many if not most of the things needed on a daily basis in 

the homes of the miners.  The shelves were 

stocked with most of the essentials that a family 

on the mountain was likely to need. According to 

Snyder Roberts in his various writings on the sub-

ject, there were items in the Windrock commissar-

ies that were not even readily available in the 

stores downtown: things such as oysters and other 

delicacies. The reason was simple: a minerõs life was precarious, and he knew not whether he 

would be here on the morrow; so, many were determined to eat well today. The inherent dangers 

of mining no doubt lent strength to devoutness of faith and focus on family and church ties. The 

miner knew all too well that the next trip into the great mountain might well be his last. Spiritual-

ity was very much a part of most familiesõ heritage, and Bible readings by evening were reportedly 

common. Sunday church not only provided solace for the soul, but fellowship for all and a place 

for the young to socialize and pursue the sweet mysteries of courtship and love. Many lifelong 

matches on Windrock were fostered and nurtured in and around church.  

 In the early years of the Windrock mine, the 

primary mode of transport of both humans and freight 

was via the òinclineó, an approximately 1 mile long rail 

line extended up the steep slope of the mountain, ter-

minating up near the No. 1 driftmouth. Coal coming 

out of the mine was loaded into cars and shuttled 

down the incline to the bottom, where it was loaded into coal cars and hauled out to a waiting 

world via the L&N òCow Creekó Branch Line, which was built in 1904, and featured several 

well known trestles, the longest of which stretched over 1100 feet and spanned much of the 

original town of Oliver Springs. This trestle was a distinctive landmark in Oliver Springs until it was torn down around 1970. 

At right is a picture, also shared by the Windrock group, showing the miners not far from the driftmouth. Notice the gear common to all 

the miners: the lunch pail, with water in the bottom and food in the top: the carbide light on the head: the direct gaze of those who have 

known danger again and again: the hands hardened and calloused by unrelenting labor. This was the Windrock Mineré.. 
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Motor engine designed for hauling coal and miners in and out of the mine, commonly 
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Clinchmore Mine north of Windrock on the same Cumberland Range. He was injured 

when he was pinned against the wall of the mine by a motor not long before his death 
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I am obliged to Larky Russell and the wonderful folks at the Windrock Heritage 

Group for their assistance in obtaining and preserving the pictures, stories, written and 

spoken anecdotes about life on the Mountain.) 


