Growing Up on Old Stoney Creek
By Arthur Patrick Coffey

Note from Lynn: I received this letter from Arthur Patrick “Pat” Coffey in August of 2012 when
he was living in Coal Valley, Illinois. The letter contains his early remembrances of living up Old
Stoney Creek in Nelson County as a boy and the changes he noticed as he came back to visit as a
grown man. It gives us a glimpse of what life was like when his family was living there as well as
a record of who was living there at the time. I cannot stress enough about how important it is for
each person to write down their personal history so future generations will know something of
their ancestors after they are gone. Arthur took the time to do this and sent me his early memories
in August of 2012. He died a year later in July of 2013 in Orion, Illinois but the words he wrote
will live on as a record of those early days on Old Stoney Creek in Nelson County.

Dear Mrs. Coffey,

First of all, I want to thank you for the Backroads newspaper that over the years brought much
joy to many people, including me. Back when it was being published, I always made it a point of
hunting down a copy whenever I visited my folks in Nelson County, Virginia. To this day, I still
have many copies that I will not part with.

I also want to thank you for writing the book, Backroads, Plain Folk and Simple Livin’. I am
almost finished reading that fine book. The memories brought back to me from what I read are
wonderful. I was happy to see a photo of my step-mother’s mom and dad, Vernon and Clora
Truslow. A few years later, while reading the fourth Backroads book, Faces of Appalachia, 1 loved
the chapter about my stepmother’s mom and dad; Vernon and Clora. I remember when Vernon
passed away and Clora stayed with my dad and stepmother for some time. On a visit to their home,
I remember Clora sitting, playing the Appalachian dulcimer that was on her lap. As she played,
she loudly sang hymns for everyone on the creek to hear. This was just another picture of a
wonderful lady I will never forget.
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Vernon and Clora Truslow at their home

Part of my younger years was spent growing up on Stoney Creek, now called Old Stoney Creek,
not to be confused name-wise with the new Stoney Creek. I cherish the memories of that period
of my life, which started before there was electricity and of course telephones, or indoor plumbing.

Old Stoney Creek had and still has one road going in and the same road coming out. My Aunt
Rethie and Uncle Massie Meeks, from my grandma’s side of the family, lived in the last house up
the hollow. Their house consisted of three nice sized rooms, all of which was heated in the winter
by one pot-bellied stove and the kitchen stove that also burned wood. Their water for their needs,
including drinking water, came from the creek. The house had a tin roof. I used to love lying in
bed hearing the rain falling on the roof.

I remember Aunt Rethie sitting on her porch churning away by hand for hours, making butter
that would go into the springhouse.

Aunt Rethie and Uncle Massie are both gone now. He died in 1961 and she in 1980. They are
both buried in the Wintergreen Church Cemetery on Stoney Creek. Their home is also gone, torn
down by someone that put a newer home in its place. My daddy built our first house on Stoney up
next to Uncle Massie. Later, he built a larger, more modern home just down the road apiece.

I remember times when I’d be down the road playing and I’d have to head home for supper.
On the way home I would walk past the Davis place and the Thomas place. As I walked by the
Davis place, Aunt Mary would holler out the door, “Pat, you better get in here and eat something
before heading up the road.”

My reply would be, “Aw, I ain’t hungry Aunt Mary.” She would not take no for an answer and
so I would go in and eat. Afterwards, as I continued home, the same thing would happen at the



Thomas place. Here I could and would explain that I ate at the Davis place. When I got home
Momma was putting supper on the table. I finally figured out how not to have to stop at these fine
people’s homes to eat. Barefoot or not, I’d run as fast as I could when passing their homes. If they
shouted out for me to stop to eat, I pretended not to hear them. Those fine people may have had
only snaps (green beans) and potatoes but they did not mind sharing their good fixins’.

As for being barefoot, it was not uncommon to see us kids running around outside across stones
and whatever, playing without shoes on.

Wintergreen Cemetery on Stoney Creek

Headstones of Pat’s parents and his aunt and uncle Meeks at Wintergreen Cemetery

Memories! I remember playing cowboys and Indians using no more than sticks for guns. |
remember swimming in Stoney Creek’s Buck Hole. I remember butchering time and our wonderful
Virginia hams. I remember folks putting up their summer bounty from the garden in canning jars.
One of my favorites as I grew older was Chow-Chow. I can still see my dad with a spoon eating
corn bread in a glass of buttermilk. Yuck! Not my thing, but still a wonderful memory.



Fortunately, my children got a little taste of Old Virginia when they visited their grandma and
grandpa. A big part of this would be their grandma’s old Virginia cooking; hoecake, country ham,
red eye gravy, eggs from the hen house, southern fried chicken and on and on. Fortunately for me,
my wife of 54 years learned a lot about cooking from my mother, including hoecake. Butter melted
on hot hoecake, that’s real eating!

Recently, my wife and one of our daughters and her husband and I came back to Virginia to
visit. We went up Old Stoney Creek and stopped at the graveyard where my folks are buried, then
drove up as far as where my Uncle Massie and Aunt Rethie’s home once stood. I saw things on
Stoney Creek that had not changed much but the things that had changed saddened me. One thing
that really saddened me is how extremely shallow the creek is; there is such a small amount of
water flowing in it. I remember when that creek ran rapidly and was stocked with trout. The way
it was now did not make any sense to me and was painful to see. I asked a person that still lives on
Old Stoney why the creek runs so shallow. He told me that a pump station had been placed further
up the creek and the water is now being diverted. Diverted to be used for other people’s fun. For
the fun and pleasure of people that don’t even live on Old Stoney Creek. Diverted in part to water
a golf course. It was sad to see a part of the natural beauty of Old Stoney Creek gone!

While in Virginia, amongst other places we visited was the graveyard at Mountain Top Christian
Church where my grandparents and my great-grandfather, William D. “Billy” Coffey are buried.
I’m sure some other relatives are buried there also. There are many Coffey’s buried there. At last
count there were 51.
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The graves of Pat’s great-grandfather, Billy Coffey and his son Cornelius at Mt. Top Cemetery
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Mountain Top Christian Church at Love, Virginia

Although I never was able to attend one, my father told me that the Coffey reunion picnics were
held on the grounds of Mountain Top Church were wonderful and the fixins’ were fantastic. I
remember reading in your newspaper about Saylor Coffey and others from his generation being
there. When I was a youngster, I attended a few services there. As a grown man and a lay preacher,
I knew there was something I wanted to do; my next sermon would be titled, “Give me That Old
Time Religion.” Here are a few excepts from that message, talking about the folks that attended
Mt. Top Church many years ago.

“...Many of the folk that attended services at this church had to make their way up the
mountain. In general, those people were hard working, clear-headed, family loving, giving,
respectful of others, and humble before the GOD they spent their lives endeavoring to please. They
never had a lot materially but thanked GOD for what they did have. Those folks were old time
religion people. During services at that little white church, it would not be surprising to hear their
voices lifted together as they sang, “Give Me That Old Time Religion...”

Moving ahead to this current period of time, when I speak of “old-time religion™ I certainly do
not mean religion in today’s common acceptation of the term. What I do refer to is what those folks
in that little white church sang about; salvation, genuine old-fashioned, Holy Ghost, born again,
spiritual rebirth, and regeneration.



Over the years, I’ve delivered my share of messages or sermons in Pentecostal and well as
Presbyterian churches, but none has been more personally satisfying as Give Me That Old Time
Religion message.

As for myself, I am a person that has worn many hats but nothing has lifted my heart or been
more rewarding than being in the service of the Lord. Nowadays I only deliver an occasional
sermon but who knows, perhaps some day I’ll deliver a sermon on top of the Blue Ridge
Mountains, at Mountain Top Christian Church!

Our family moved to Illinois many years ago in order to advance my career. Although we are
happy here, Nelson County, Virginia will always have my heart.

Thanks again for bringing back so many wonderful memories through the pages of Backroads
newspaper and the Backroads books.

Sincerely,
“Pat” Coffey
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Illinois gravestone of Arthur Patrick Coffey and wife, Doris



