Hatfields vs. McCoys
One of the most notorious family feuds in history may finally be put to rest this summer.  The rivalries between the Hatfields and the McCoys began about 1863 and  ran off and on for nearly 30 years.  Descendants of these famous families hope that any lingering effects will disappear at the first ever Hatfield and McCoy national reunion to be held June 9-11, 2000 in Pikeville, Kentucky. 

History of the Feud
The Hatfields and McCoys were prominent families who lived along the Kentucky-West Virginia border, on opposite sides of a stream known as Tug Fork, off the Big Sandy River.  Both clans were part of the first wave of pioneers to settle the Tug Valley.  The McCoys, led by patriarch, Randolph "Randel" McCoy, lived on the Kentucky side of the river, while the Hatfields, led by William Anderson "Devil Anse" Hatfield, occupied the West Virginia side. Though it wouldn't have been readily apparent from their crude log cabin homes deep in heavily forested mountain territory, both men were prosperous farmers. 
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The true origins of the feud between these two men and their families are lost in the mists of history, but legend has it that the bitter feelings began in 1878 when Randolph McCoy accused Floyd Hatfield of stealing one of his hogs.  Such an offense was taken very seriously in those times as hogs were an extremely valuable part of the farming economy of the valley.  Tempers flared and soon the two faced off in court.   

Trouble already existed between these two families prior to the incident with the hog, however.  Some people attribute the beginning of the feud to animosities which developed during the American Civil War.  Others say that competition between the families in the timber market sparked the hostilities. Whatever the origin, the peak of the hostilities came when three of Randel McCoy's sons, Bud, Tolbert, and Pharmer McCoy, fatally wounded Ellison Hatfield after he insulted Tolbert on election day in 1882.  Devil Anse Hatfield retaliated for the killing of his brother by executing the three without a trial.
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Violence ebbed and flowed for the next several years.  In 1887 the feud was revived by a lawyer named Perry Cline, a distant cousin of Randolph McCoy, who used his influence to have the five year old murder indictments against the Hatfields reissued and to start the extradition process to bring them to Kentucky for trial.   When people got frustrated with the slowness of the legal system, a raid into Hatfield territory was organized and several Hatfield supporters were captured and brought back to Kentucky.  The news of this successful raid inflamed the Hatfields and resulted in an attempt by them to eliminate Randel McCoy on January 1, 1888.  This tragically resulted in the death of two more of his children and the burning of his home.  

The violence was now not only between the Hatfields and the McCoys, but between the states of Kentucky and West Virginia.  Both governors called in the National Guard as more raids were staged by the McCoys into Hatfield territory.  The governor of West Virginia, E. Willis Wilson, accused Kentucky of violating the extradition process by kidnapping the Hatfields and appealed the matter all the way to the Supreme Court of the United States.  In May of 1889, the Supreme Court ruled against West Virginia and the Hatfields stood trial in Kentucky.  All eight were found guilty of murder.  One of them was publicly hanged for the murder of Alifair McCoy, the daughter of Randel McCoy killed in the January 1888 raid on his home, and the other seven were sentenced to life in prison.

The feud, which lasted for over a decade and claimed the lives of twelve men, was finally over.  

Enter the year 1993 and a man named Clyde Floyd "Bo" McCoy, Jr, the great, great, great grandson of the famous Randolph McCoy.  Bo McCoy was in his final year of college, 800 miles from home with no money, and was unable to make it to his grandfather's funeral.  "I felt that I had dishonored my grandfather," says Bo McCoy.  "I missed the funeral.  I have never been able to deal with that."  Bo's need to memorialize his grandfather grew into a family Web site, www.real-mccoys.com in May 1998.  The site was originally intended as a "cybertavern" for family members to chat and share stories, but as Bo developed the site, he realized that he could do more.  "Someone suggested that we have a reunion, and the idea was born." 

As the McCoy's plans evolved, Pike County Tourism, Pikeville College, and the City of Pikeville joined the McCoys in the development of the reunion.  Word about the McCoy reunion in Pikeville, Ky quickly spread to the national level.  Bo McCoy extended an invitation to the Hatfields on the McCoy reunion Web site,  and when the Hatfields learned about it, they wanted to join.  The West Virginia Division of Tourism joined forces with the Corridor G Tourism Project to provide some funding for a Hatfield event in WV to coincide with the McCoy event in Kentucky, and the reunion of the millennium was born!  

"The reasons for the Hatfield event are threefold," says Sonya Hatfield Hall, the reunion coordinator for the Hatfields, and the great, great, great granddaughter of Rev. Anderson Hatfield, the justice of the peace who held the infamous hog trial.  "We want the family to get to know each other, the world to understand the facts about the feud, and to help promote tourism in hopes of diversifying the coal dominated economy of Mingo County, WV and Pike County, KY."  
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A combined event called the Hatfield-McCoy festival is planned to coincide with these two reunions. Two family tents will be the official sites for the Hatfield-McCoy genealogy registration.  The family tents will be registering as many Hatfield-McCoy descendants as possible in an attempt to break a Guiness World record for the most family members ever gathered.   

Hatfield kids (left) and McCoys (right) have a 
tug of war in the yard of the Matewan school

Two heated "rematches" between the Hatfields and the McCoys are also planned; one a "friendly" game of softball, and the other a tug of war across the appropriately named Tug river. Competition between the two clans is expected to be fierce.  "I think Bucky [Hatfield] and his team are there to play and win," says Bo McCoy about the softball tournament.  "The McCoys are equally as committed. As to the tug of war...the Hatfields had better get some help on that one as I am a large man and I intend to be anchor for the McCoy team.  My nickname is 'Large and in charge'."  Sonya Hatfield puts the competition in a slightly different perspective. "I think as with all competitions, some will be out for blood, and others out for fun.  I just don't want to be the one to end up in the Tug river!"

 Sonya Hatfield gives credit to the recent surge of interest in genealogy in getting people to open up about the feud and in allowing them to move on.  "People have the misconception that all Hatfields hated all McCoys and all McCoys hated all Hatfields," she says.  "That is simply not true.  Many friendships and even marriages have taken place between the two families before, during, and after the feud. The feud has not been kept alive in spirit."   

While family members from both sides are not proud of the feud, they are proud of their kinsman for fighting for their families and their beliefs. "The Hatfields and McCoys are forever joined together.  It is our common heritage," says Bo McCoy.

"We were not ruthless, illiterate hillbillies  murdering each other over a pig."
Both Bo and Sonya hope that this reunion will help people to remember the families for something other than the feud.  "We want the world to understand the feud and its causes, says Sonya passionately.  "We feel through the press that the Hatfields and McCoys played a big role in the stereotyping of Appalachia.  We want to set the record straight. We were not ruthless, illiterate hillbillies murdering each other over a pig.  Like many American feuds this one can be linked directly to land and power. Wars have been fought over the same things the feud was. We just got a raw deal from the press when the feud took place. No, we don't want people to forget the feud, we want them to understand it."  

Bo hopes that everyone will walk away with a renewed sense of family and history. "Then we can be proud of our efforts and go home with a smile," he says. 

Each family will be conducting their own family reunion activities in addition to the combined reunion plans.  The Hatfields will be holding their reunion in Matewan and Williamson, West Virginia, June 4-11 and the McCoys reunion festivities will be taking place in Pikeville, Kentucky, June 9-11, 2000.  The combined Hatfield-McCoy festival will run from 9:00 a.m. until 9:00pm on June 10, 2000, and is open to anyone who wants to come and celebrate with the families.  As Bo McCoy jokingly says "We are not taking blood samples at the door!"







