
A Wytheville of the Past, A Wytheville of the Future. 

                Studying the societal, cultural, and economic challenges of Wytheville’s past and future. 

 

                                                                            History 

 

The history of the southwest Virginia town of Wytheville begins in the 1790s, shortly after the 

county which the town resides within was founded. At that time it was named “Evansham” after 

one of the town’s citizens. It wasn’t until 1829 that the town became known as “Wytheville”, and 

by then, one of the most prominent aspects of the town that would define it for years was already 

clear, its place as a crossroads for transportation industry.  

A train on the railroad running through Wytheville. 

Railroads and roads have long passed through the town, such as the one in the video above, and 

have played a vital role in the town history, culture, and economy. (1) 

    Moving into the Civil War, these railroads became a target of Union armies and raiders, who 

wanted to cut off confederate supply lines through the town. In 1863 this brought Colonel Toland 

and 875 men to the town to destroy the railroads and telegraph lines. With only 130 recruits and 

a couple artillery pieces in defense, locals took up arms and joined in the defense of the town. 

Using houses as shelter, the locals fired upon 

the attacking force while the 130 Confederate 

recruits tried to defend the railroads. However, 

they were forced to retreat as the much larger 

union force advanced under the skirmishing 

fire, taking casualties and losing Colonel 

Toland to a bullet fired from one of the houses. 

Ultimately, the Union forces did reach the 

railroad, but the damage they did there was 

minimal. The damage to houses burned by the 

invading forces was far greater, and it could   

even be considered more destructive to the 

town. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The Railroad in the Town 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UoOUvAwNh9g


 

Along with this bit of participation in the war, throughout the Civil War a company of soldiers 

known as “The Wythe Grays”, made up of men from Wytheville, served as Company A of the 

4rth regiment of the legendary Stonewall brigade. In truth, the Stonewall Brigade itself was in 

large part made up of men from Wythe County and the surrounding counties and towns. (2) 

      Needless to say, it is common knowledge that the Stonewall Brigade performed as perhaps 

the most brave and gallant soldiers of the Civil War, and thus Wytheville’s place within the 

conflict was quite solidly upon the side of the Confederacy.  Even today, the residents recognize 

the men of the town who died, with a banner of the Confederacy at the grave to the fallen. I think 

it is important to note however, that the banner is not the battle flag, which has recently come 

under controversy and scrutiny, but the actual national flag of the confederate states. 

          

 

        After the war, Wytheville suffered in its own way for the side it had taken, and that was 

through the racial tension and divide that continued in the town for long after the conclusion of 

the conflict. On one side there were those who went to great lengths for the town’s African 

American population, and on the other those who detested, derided, hated, and even killed those 

who were of a different race from themselves. While 

Wytheville was far removed from the massive 

plantations of slave trade of other areas in Virginia, there 

was still an African American population in the town. 

Thus, shortly after the war a small school was founded 

through the efforts of the Freemen’s Bureau in the late 

for this population of the town.  It eventually became 

known as the Wytheville Training School, and was 

known often overcrowded for the number of students that 

used it. (3) 

 

 



       Along with the school, many church’s also sprung up with primarily African American 

congregations, such as the Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church on Main Street or the 

Franklin St. United Methodist Church, the latter of which sits beside the Training School. 

     These churches acted as religious and cultural centers for the African American population of 

the town, alongside the training school. 

    Wytheville was sadly also the location of the lynching of Raymond Arthur Byrd in 1925. After 

being accused of attacking a white woman with whom he was in an intimate relationship with, he 

was thrown in prison to stand trial. Unfortunately, before this could happen, a mob of angry 

locals stormed the jail, and lynched Byrd. (4) 

     In 1951 a polio epidemic struck the town, causing a large amount of panic and halting tourism 

and travel to or through the town. There were many cases, and some deaths, with the medical 

facilities of the region largely overwhelmed. Eventually it passed however, and while the toll it 

took on the town could not be forgotten, business as usual would eventually resume. (5) 

      Note able figures that have lived in the town include Edith Bolling Wilson, wife of President 

Wilson, and E. Lee Trinkle, Governor of Virginia from 1922 to 1926. 

                         Governor Trinkle,                                        

                         As seen in a visitors                                               

                         center display                                                  Edith Bolling Wilson’s Grave.             

                                                  

                                                  

                                                              

 

 

                                               Governor Trinkle’s Grave. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Local Culture and Economy 

The local culture and economy of Wytheville has long been focused around its transportation 

industry in rail, highways, and interstates, and its local businesses, and farms. The town boasts 

factories and businesses which are centered around the aforementioned transportation, local 

business, and farming industries. 

     An example of its local business 

and farming industry would be its 

farmers market and a couple stores 

on main street called “Hannah’s 

Attic” and “Wytheville Office 

Supply”.  I attended the farmers 

market recently, and even met some 

friends there who do some small 

hobby farming with chickens and 

goats, among other things. My 

family buys their eggs from this 

family, but at the farmer’s market 

they were particularly selling homemade soap and canned goods. I admittedly arrived a little late, 

but other people were selling a variety of foods such as various jams and jellies as well as honey. 

There were also other products such as homemade baskets and clothing; as well as plants of 

various sorts. 

       I believe that Hannah’s Attic is another excellent example of a local business. It sells old 

antiques, unique handmade items and art, and various other things as a self-described “country 

store”. (6) 

         

 

 

 

 

 



A final example of a local business would be 

Wytheville Office Supply. This business has 

been open and part of the town for many years 

now, since 1948, and continues to be a rather 

iconic place in the town. Why is perhaps the 

question you are asking, and the answer is 

rather simply, it’s the big pencil! This is a 

place is also part of transportation and tourism 

aspect of Wytheville’s economy, as the pencil 

is something many tourists to in town want to 

see or take a picture of. (7) 

The big pencil on Main Street, original an advertising gimmick placed in the early 1960s, 

it has moved with the business location in the past. Photos from “Virginia is for Lovers”.com and SouthEasternTraveler blog.  

        The big pencil leads into the subject of Wytheville’s tourism industry. As a town that sits on 

the interstate’s intersection, and a town with a good deal of history behind it; the place naturally 

attracts some travelers. In recent times this has become an increasing focus of the town’s 

industries and businesses, with the Bolling Wilson Hotel opening and the downtown being 

improved to increase the aesthetic appeal of the town. Multiple downtown business incentives 

are being offered as well. (8) 

  Photo from BollingWilsonHotel.com 



        Another important aspect of Wytheville industry are factories and plants such as those of 

Somic America and Pepsi among others. The industrial facilities provide a great deal of jobs 

from the town, and utilize the 

transportation facilities readily 

available to move their goods 

and products. However, industry 

of this sort has suffered in 

Wytheville in the past, as 

evidenced by closed down 

facilities like this old factory 

building which is no longer used 

for its original purpose, but 

instead is used by a storage 

company and a distribution 

company. 

 

Along with these sorts of 

facilities are the many minimum wage and slightly above minimum wage jobs throughout the 

town such as a local Walmart and Lowers, along with many fast food outlets and hotels for 

people coming off the interstate. 

        The culture of the town lives in its history and the economy it has created. The local 

Chautauqua festival attracts visitors from many miles around and even quite a few from out of 

state. There all types of performances to see, goods to buy or sell, and many contests and events 

to take part in. From the perspective from which I view it, it is very much the spirit of a small 

town mindset/construction, tied to the transportation that runs through the town. This results in a 

festival that both has a great deal of diversity in its content, but also quite a bit of heart and even 

a cozy feeling to it for those that attend. I myself have found it a wonderful thing in the many 

times that I have attended throughout the years, and recognize it as a very culturally unique piece 

of the town, from the parade and hot air balloon flying that begins it, to the fireworks that usually 

end it.  

       Besides its own unique cultural traits, Wytheville is filled with the culture of Appalachia as a 

whole, which is to be expected considering it sits between Sand Mountain and Big walker 

mountain; which places it near the center of the Appalachian region. One example of this culture 

would be in the town’s music, such as at the Old Stage Jam, where locals come to play bluegrass 

and other music on Thursdays at the Old Stage mall (a small group of stores just off of main 

street).   

        One result of the mountains, besides the extra tourism, includes recreational activities 

involving hiking and exploring the region are rather big, with the Crystal Spring recreational area 

attracting many visitors and hikers every year.  



Photos showing my little brother playing in the creek at Crystal Springs, and a picture he took of a frog. Photo of my little brother                                          

courtesy of Marcella Blankenship. Photo of the frog courtesy of my little brother, Simon Blankenship.  

 

            There is also a quarry near the town that employs many people. It is run by Salem Stone 

Corporation and acts as a source of various types of crushed stone. 

           

            The Quarry, photo from salemstonecorp.com 

 

                      The Advantages & Challenges of Today and Tomorrow 
       Wytheville has many wonderful things about it, and quite a lot to offer to the both the 

people of the town and the visitors. However, after living there for all eighteen years of my life, I 

believe that there a several problems that can be identified through a study of the town, 

challenges that face the town now and will continue to going forward.  

         The strength and back bone of the town, as previously lies, is in the roads and railroads that 

run through the town. This provides jobs through tourism, food, sales businesses, and more that 

cater to the people coming off the interstate. It also makes Wytheville a prime location for 

manufacturing and industry that benefits from nearby transportation. Another asset of the town is 

its more local self-sufficiency in farming and businesses. It has a community college that as a 



nursing program, and many take advantage of this, with graduating classes in excess of 40 

students most years. (9)  

         Nearly every one of these assets has results from some government work along the way. 

That is the roads and railroads were put in by local or federal government, and the same is true of 

the local community college.           

 In a way, it could be said that Wytheville’s weakness is in the same place as its strength. 

The transportation industry provides a great deal of resources, however the way this is used can 

be to the detriment of the town or its benefits. Crime and drugs from the interstate have become a 

problem. Furthermore, the focus that the town has placed upon smaller scale industries, in order 

to preserve the town or to keep it within what I would call their “small town mindset” has 

reduced some job opportunities, and relegated many to minimum wage jobs or other 

employment.            

 In conjunction with all of this, drug use has risen as has local production of drugs, leading 

to such police operations as the recent “Bad Medicine”, which resulted in the sight of 

camouflaged and heavily armed police going from one house to another in the town, running 

drug busts.             

 Behind all of this, both the town’s strengths and weakness, is the management of the 

town. To understand this, one has to go back to the history discussed earlier, and focus upon 

something to do with Governor Trinkle. Not anything about the Governor himself, but where and 

how he lived. That is, in a large mansion on Main Street.  

What is important about this is not the house itself, 

but its size and the wealth associated with it. There 

are many, many houses in or around Wytheville like 

this one, mansions or simply expensive and large 

dwellings. For a long time now, Wytheville has not 

simply been a place for tourists, but retirees, 

sometimes very wealthy ones. Aged men and women 

whom, having a lot of money, come to the town to 

retire for the sites of the mountains and the small 

town atmosphere. Using information from 

SurburbanStats.org, which uses information from the 

US census bureau, one can see the odd number of 

elderly in the town. Of men over 55 to age 85 and 

above, there are over 1190, while for men under 55, 

there are 2396. Despite the age category of 55 to over 85 making up only a third of the age 

category from 0 to 85, the number above 55 is half of all those currently living in the town. (10) 

  While bringing potential revenue to the town, these people are not businessmen who 

create jobs or young workers that fuel the economy, they also can’t relate to local poor or 

families. Furthermore, on the other side of things, there are elderly town locals, who not seeing 

some of the needs the younger generation, simply do not want things to change, and have what I 

have multiple times called a “small town mindset”. This results in businesses such as Hannah’s 



Attic prospering, in selling things that cater to these people, but fail to address other concerns of 

the town that places like Lowes or Walmart only fill halfheartedly. The result is a pattern that 

follows in line with the principle of “growth without development” in the sense that the 

industries that have existed, which are based around the roads, do not develop the town beyond 

providing low paying jobs that are just enough to most residents to get by on. These don’t build 

better schools, establish large businesses, or enlarge the town. In the end, no one benefits but the 

people who get on the interstate for a moment to buy a sandwich or take a picture of the pencil. 

Additionally, there is little entertainment or opportunity for the youth of the town, and 

while working in a store near the local Walmart, I more than once saw the results of this. Police 

were constantly at the stores, catching shop lifters and making arrests, or breaking up a teen 

gathering out in the parking lot late at night. 

 Then there is another result of the sort of economy that has been built in the town as a 

result of its management, demographics, and business type. For those who only earn the 

minimum wage, and need to support a family, or for those kids who want to get a bit of “fun” in 

life, there is the temptation of methamphetamine. Exploding in the early 2000s, getting rid of 

meth today it is probably one of the most terrible challenges the town and region faces. Local 

businessmen are affected by it, and practically no one has been left untouched (11) (12). 

 Meanwhile, large amounts of money are being poured into such projects as the downtown 

improvement by the town and a new expo center. The hope of course, is that these improvements 

will build on the continued town industry of tourism, food and lodging accommodates for 

travelers, and small non-industrial and unique, local businesses.  The project of the Appalachian 

Regional Expo Center is perhaps the most notable, the idea being that it will boost the local 

economy tremendously by providing jobs and revenue for Wythe County and the town of 

Wytheville. It may also provide entertainment and programs for youth in the area, if the 

proposals for such things as a proposed soccer complex are considered and implemented. (13)  

           Whatever the case, how and why the resources of the town, primarily those of 

transportation, are utilized in the future, will largely dictate how Wytheville faces the challenges 

of drugs and economic development in the present and future. Who decides this use will perhaps 

be the most deciding factor, as people choose between remaining the Wytheville they may 

idealize, and the Wytheville that could, or perhaps should, exist. 

                                               Conclusion 

 Wytheville is a town with a rich history and many great strengths. It is a wonderful and 

unique town of people that has bene my home for all of my life. It is just as importantly, the 

home of over 8,000 other people, not including the surrounding county. It is a town standing 

upon the interstate and the railroad, placed within reach of the revenue of travelers but out of 

reach of the coal fields and other industries that have often been both a source of good and bad in 

Appalachia. The result however, is often far too much like the terrible results in other parts of 

Appalachia, which is the stagnating economy, low opportunity, and drug filled people that live in 

the town.            

 As stated before, the town has a rich history, however, to have a rich future, I believe that 

there much be changes made in both the management and mindset of the town. While local small 



businesses and a preservation of history and culture are most certainly important things, the 

towns location on the interstate and railroad provide it with extra alternatives to creating an 

atmosphere of growth and development, that is a balance of factory industry and community 

organization.             

 I love my town as it is, and understand those that similarly love it now, who come to 

retire or who enjoy the idea that “it is not far to anywhere in Wytheville.” However, as a child 

growing up before the recession of 2008, and watching the town just as the crime went up and 

drugs and murder became more common place, I remember wondering if by the time I was an 

adult, with all the new businesses, housing complexes, and roads being built in the town, how it 

would soon be a big city with massive buildings like sky scrapers, and huge businesses like large 

banks and malls.         

          I certainly didn’t like the idea then, because I never had liked cities even as a child, but it 

was a thought that struck me regardless; such was the progress I saw every day. However, as 

time wore on, and I saw my father come home again and again, day after day with either another 

look of frustration and another talk with my mother about having to prosecute someone who had 

killed her own mother or a drug case involving a business in the town*, I began to take note of 

the reality. The construction began to stop, businesses began to shutter (one of my favorite little 

grocery stores, where my family would go, closed), and I heard complaining more and more 

about a factory or large businesses chances of moving in being dashed by some economic trouble 

or town regulation. The town’s progress had ground to a halt, and no, I realized, Wytheville 

wasn’t going to be any large city of any sort really.                                                                                              

I was ok with this of course, I 

liked the little quaint town with 

the hot air balloon water tower, 

till I join the minimum wage 

workforce myself and saw the 

sorts of challenges that this 

situation presented to a newlywed 

couple who were just trying to get 

by, a kid younger than myself 

who had been in juvenile prison 

multiple times already for 

entertaining himself through 

fighting, or a business owner who 

was frustrated by the quality of 

workers and the number of drug 

charge convicted persons he 

encountered.    

           

           As things are, Wytheville can still be an ok place to live, I do not mean to suggest all has 

“gone to pot”. A lot of people are ok with that as well. However, as I see it today, this will 

simply lead to a worsening of the towns current problems in the future, till at last the town will 

A screenshot form google earth, showing the usual utterly empty parking lots outside of 
closed or underperforming businesses in town. 



not be such a nice place to live anymore. I do not want that for my home town, and I certainly 

don’t believe others do as well. 

 To counter act this however, I believe that sacrifices and changes may have to be made. 

While I certainly wish that our long history and traditions be preserved, I do not think that the 

amount of money currently pouring into restoration projects or businesses should be spent in the 

manner it has. Small scale work should be accomplished, but the massive overhauling restoration 

projects that have taken place simply do not line up with what I see as being useful to the people 

of the town.           

 Instead, I would propose that the town needs to make every effort it can to become 

profitable for large scale businesses and industry. If these were to be more welcomed, jobs could 

be made for the locals, who could support their families, pay taxes, and contribute to the small 

town business economy that many are so focused on now.  With employment I believe there 

would come lower drug use, and a better environment for children, which could lead to 

improvements to education and facilities for families. Young, ambitious, and perhaps idealistic 

leadership, with immediate connections to what it is like to raise a family, or be tempted by drug 

use or drug profits, needs to be a part of the process. Their ideas need to be heard and 

implemented, even if it results in changing the towns current state somewhat drastically. Some of 

this has already begun, with Somic America’s recent $10 million dollar expansion (14), however, 

this development and growth must continue to be effective.     

 In short, if Wytheville is to succeed in the future, it must not singularly focus its efforts 

upon industry and businesses that are not productive enough to support families and the 

development of the town. Rather, it must more broadly work to develop the town into something 

larger than it is today, and encourage large scale industry, based upon the advantage of the 

connecting interstates and the rail road that run beside and through the town. 

 Wytheville, perhaps sadly in some respects, must grow, and it must develop. If such work 

were implemented, and industry and large-scale business were to come to the town and take 

advantage of the strengths it has for them, such as a population eager for well-paying work, 

youth programs/entertainment, and immediate access to transportation infrastructure, perhaps it 

would not be the same Wytheville tomorrow as it is today or was yesterday. However, perhaps 

that is what it should be, a Wytheville of tomorrow. 

 

Big Walker Mountain Lookout, an example of the sort of tourist and sightseeing based business that has occupied Wytheville for many years, 

from www.scenicbeuaty-va.com. Along with this are a few pictures from the top which I took, and some pictures of clogging that was being 

performed in front of the country store at the tower base the day I visited recently. Then of course, there is the iconic water tower. 

http://www.scenicbeuaty-va.com/


 
The Town of Wytheville, as seen from atop High Rocks on Sand Mountain. 
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*As a slightly chilling extra to the adventure I had taking pictures of familiar places and 

exploring place that I had not been to before as I researched my hometown, my father gave me a 

sort of “murder tour” to re-enforce this point about crime having increased only a couple decades 

ago, when murders were far rarer than they are these days. 


