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“Changing Times”
by Thomas W. Rodd, Board Member, Friends of Blackwater

“Shootout at the Depot” tells a true story in which a logger named Robert Eastham shot and 
killed a timber company executive named Frank Thompson. The shooting took place on 
March 18, 1897, in a railroad passenger car that was parked outside the Western Maryland 
Railroad Depot in the Town of Parsons, Tucker County, West Virginia.

Thompson’s death led to a sensational criminal trial in November-December 1897. This 
booklet contains an original “graphic novel” version of the criminal trial, illustrated by Carol 
Jackson; along with historic and contemporary photos and an essay about the case by the 
distinguished West Virginia historian John Alexander Williams.

The origins of the Eastham-Thompson conflict go back to the 1880s. Following the U.S. 
Civil War, the industrialist and politician Henry Gassaway Davis extended his Western 
Maryland Railroad to Tucker County, to exploit the region’s untapped coal and timber.

Within just a few years, thousands of people moved to Tucker County. They came to work 
in timbering, sawmills, tanneries, coal mines, and paper pulp and coke manufacturing. The 
historian Ronald L. Lewis described these “changing times” in his 1998 book “Transforming 
the Appalachian Countryside -- Railroads, Deforestation, and Social Change in West 
Virginia, 1880-1920.”

Robert Eastham was a Confederate Civil War veteran who settled in Canaan Valley in 1876. 
In 1884, Davis hired Eastham to lead the crews that cleared the land for the new town. 
Several years later, Frank Thompson moved to Davis from Philadelphia to manage his 
family’s newly-acquired sawmill complex. The Thompsons’ mill on the Blackwater River 
processed millions of board feet of virgin timber, which they shipped by rail to Eastern 
markets.

Eastham wanted to use the Blackwater River to float timber to the Davis sawmill, without 
getting permission from the Thompsons, who controlled a “splash dam” that stored water 
for moving logs. In 1895 the splash dam control issue went to court. Eastham lost, and was 
ordered not to interfere with the dam. This set the stage for the 1897 gunfight.

In 2017, Professor Lewis published a follow-up book to “Transforming the Appalachian 
Countryside,” titled: “The Industrialist and the Mountaineer: The Eastham-Thompson Feud 
and the Struggle for West Virginia’s Timber Frontier.” Lewis’ research into this story inspired 
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Friends of Blackwater (“FOB”) to tell the Eastham-Thompson story in a live community 
education program.

In 2019, FOB presented a “Shootout at the Depot” program at Cottrill’s Opera House in the 
Town of Thomas, featuring community members in period costume; scholarly commentary; 
live music from the 1890s era; an illustrated publication for the audience; and a spirited 
audience discussion. It was exciting to have descendants of some original participants in the 
audience!

In 2022, FOB presented an enlarged version of the “Shootout” program at the historic Tucker 
County Courthouse in Parsons; followed by a reception at the original Parsons Station 
Depot. This booklet contains pictures of that program. Special thanks to the Tucker County 
Commission for making us all welcome in the historic Courthouse.

FOB cannot say enough words of appreciation for the great cast of participants, and to the 
West Virginia Humanities Council, the Tucker County Historical Society, Tucker County 
ArtSpring, and a fabulous audience -- who all made the program possible.

It’s a challenge to tell the Eastham-Thompson story in an understandable, even-handed, 
succinct, and accessible way. Eastham’s criminal trial took more than three weeks, and some 
of the lawyers’ speeches went on for more than three hours! With these limitations in mind, 
we feel that the “Shootout at the Depot” program fairly presents the story’s most important 
aspects, and points to some of its lessons for today.

Professor Lewis’ book, and Professor Williams’ essay in this booklet, discuss how the 
“Shootout” story reflects the distinction between “traditional” and “modern” values and 
codes of conduct. For example, the story contrasts the traditional practices of “trial by 
combat” and revenge, with a more modern “rule of law.” How does this distinction apply to 
what we see today, in our own “changing times?”

As Professor Williams observes, the “Shootout” story is ultimately a tragedy, with a 
promising young man’s life cut short and ripped from his family, all over a commercial 
dispute. The jurors who grappled with the case may be the true heroes of the story, as they 
brought some degree of closure to the events.

Thanks for your attention to this booklet; we hope you enjoy it. For more information, please 
visit FOB online at www.saveblackwater.org, email at info@saveblackwater.org; or call at 
304-345-7663.
     – TWR, 2022
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A Historian Reflects on 
“Shootout at the Depot”

___As I reflect on the story of the “Eastham-
Thompson feud” and the killing of Frank 
Thompson, I recall an observation that 
the historian Richard Jensen made about 
one of my books about West Virginia.

___Richard and I were colleagues in the 
History Department at the University of 
Illinois; we both wrote state histories that 
were part of the nation’s Bicentennial 
observance. He wrote the Illinois volume; 
I wrote “West Virginia, a Bicentennial 
History,” which included a discussion 
of the famous “Hatfield/McCoy feud,” a 
conflict that involved quite a lot of gunfire.

___ Richard commented that in my 
telling of the Hatfield/McCoy story, the 
feudists’ weapons could be depicted as 
cartoon or toy guns – the kind where 
the gun fires not a bullet, but a small 
flag – printed with the word “BANG!”

___In my historical approach to 
the Hatfield/McCoy feud – where I 

emphasized the cultural and economic 
roots of the conflict – Richard joked 
that the Hatfield guns should fire a 
flag that read “MODERNIZATION!” 
– and the McCoy guns should fire 
a flag that read “TRADITION!”

___This comic image was Richard’s 
reminder that “modern” and “traditional” 
are not necessarily “either/or” 
propositions; they can also be “both/
and;” and that real people and real bullets 
are more complex than historical labels.

___My friend Altina Waller’s subsequent 
investigation of the Hatfield/McCoy 
feud showed that this was exactly 
the case with Anderson Hatfield, 
whose impact on the Tug Fork Valley 
represented both modernity and tradition.

___Thinking about the Eastham/
Thompson conflict also reminded me of 
my first book, “West Virginia and the 
Captains of Industry,” which includes 
a discussion of the 1894 congressional 
and 1896 presidential elections in 

By John 
Alexander 
Williams, 
Appalachian 
State
University 
Emeritus 
Professor.



15

West Virginia, which completed West 
Virginia’s transition from the Democratic 
“Solid South” to the state’s becoming 
reliable Republican territory for decades.

___The Republican presidential vote trend 
in Tucker moved from 29% of eligible 
voters in 1876 to 48% in 1892 to 53% 
in 1896, contributing to an intensity of 
partisanship – also offering scope for 
“both/and” and “either/or” analyses.

___In 1895, the legislative election ushered 
in the Republican leadership of Stephen B. 
Elkins, Henry Gassaway Davis’ son-in-
law and business partner, when the new 
Legislature chose Elkins for a US Senate 
seat previously held by the Democrat Davis.

___It is noteworthy that the judges who 
presided in the cases involving Eastham 
and Thompson, Judges Holt and Hoke, 
were both Republicans.  So was Frank 
Thompson.  Bob Eastham, on the 
other hand, was a former Confederate 
Democrat who had cleared the land 
for the Town of Davis in the 1880s for 
Henry Gassaway Davis. And Eastham 
was a leader of the armed men who 
advanced Davis’ agenda by moving 
the Tucker County courthouse records 
from Saint George to Parsons in 1893.

___I can’t say for sure that all this partisan 
turbulence had a direct bearing on the 
shooting at the Parsons Depot, but it 
would not be surprising if it did.  (The 
job of sorting all the 1894-96 politics out 

as a graduate student certainly tempted 
me to shoot someone, if only myself.) 

___Turning from the political to the 
personal: when Robert Eastham struck 
Frank Thompson in the railroad car, 
it was not a “traditional” challenge to 
engage in a formal duel to be held later, 
but rather a more modern provocation 
for a deadly gunfight “on the spot.”

___My mentor, C. Vann Woodward, 
wrote in “The Making of the New 
South” about how the custom of men 
habitually carrying pistols actually arose 
after the Civil War: “In place of the 
relatively civilized duel there arose the 
barbarous custom of ‘shooting on sight.’”

___Ronald Lewis’ “The Industrialist 
and the Mountaineer” draws on 
courtroom testimony and the 
biography of the various lawyers who 
appeared for and against Eastham to 
personalize a symbolic confrontation 
of tradition and modernity; a conflict of 
old and new understandings of property 
rights and legal remedies. These conflicts 
sometimes involved contrasting styles 
of masculinity: was power to be wielded 
by weapons, or from behind a desk?

___Eastham was what we used to call 
“a man’s man:” physically imposing, 
gregarious and popular, a skilled 
horseman, a daring soldier.  He was shaped 
as an entrepreneur by the agrarian values 
of the place where he grew up, eastern 
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Virginia. Frank Thompson may have 
lacked Eastham’s exceptional athleticism 
or military derring-do, but presumably 
like most men of Thompson’s age and 
station, he knew how to handle horses, 
and to deploy labor productively. Handling 
guns may have been another story.

___Thompson came from a prosperous 
family business rooted in Maine, a State 
with strong abolitionist sentiment, and one 
of the geographic bases from which the 
timber and lumber industries expanded.

___Historical events and trends brought 
Eastham and Thompson into a conflict 
that a jury of the Tucker County Circuit 
Court had to sort out. But as I wrote 
in another book, “West Virginia – a 
History for Beginners:” “Most of us are 
interested mainly in the day-to-day events 
of our lives. We rarely see ourselves as 
the participants in historical events.”   

___That is almost certainly true of the 
participants in “Shootout at the Depot.” 
Today, looking through a historical lens, 
we must conclude that whatever the 
historical currents that were responsible, 
it was a tragedy for all concerned. 

     – JAW, 2022

Witnesses said that Eastham 
planned the gunfight: 

“[He] said he was not 
afraid, he had tried to
insult them and do
everything he could think 
of and they would not
attack him, but if they ever did 
that he could shoot three or four 
of them before they got him.”



     July 16, 2022, “Shootout at the Depot,” Tucker County Courthouse, Parsons, West 

Virginia.

     Cast of participants, left to right, top to bottom: Mike Miller, Guitar; Gerry 
Milnes, Fiddle; Tom Rodd, Author; William Peterson (ROBERT EASTHAM); Elaine George 
(NEWSPAPER SELLER); Ruth Melnick (NEWSPAPER PURCHASER); Pat A. Nichols (DEFENSE 
COUNSEL); Casey Rucker (PIERRE CHINARD); Jake Kopec (BAILIFF); Savannah Wilkins 
(PROSECUTOR); Lowell Moore (JUDGE HOMER HOLT); Debbie McHenry (GEORGE THOMPSON); 
Sarah Fletcher (WANDA LANDSTREET); Debbie Stevens (JANE W. HOCKMAN).

     Photos by Vickie Carr




