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 Television blossomed in the nation’s cities right after World War II.  Here in 
the mountains where North Carolina, Tennessee, Kentucky, and Virginia come 
together the mountain vastness made reception of even AM radio signals very 
problematic.  I was growing up in Appalachia, Wise County, Virginia.  My family did 
not get our first radio until about 1948.  The reception was too problematic.  My 
grandparents across the road had a cathedral radio, which worked, but had so much 
static that listening to it was too much of a struggle to make it worthwhile.  
Sometimes my grandfather would listen to WCKY Cincinnati, Ohio long enough to 
get the weather forecast.  Whatever weather they were predicting for themselves 
we likely would get twelve hours later.  Rarely atmospheric conditions were good 
enough that a person could pick up New Orleans jazz in the evenings after WOWO 
had kicked their power up if they rode to Duffield and ‘picked up the skip’ by driving 
back and forth between Jasper and Duffield.  These were radio signals that had been 
reflected back to the earth’s surface by the ionosphere, if conditions were just right.  
The zone of reflection was determined by the frequency of the radio wave that was 
transmitted.  Not all cars even had radios.  The idea of TV in Wise County was 
incomprehensible, although many of us had seen it when we visited family in the 
cities. 
 
 The first ray of hope began as a tease in 1953 when WJHL CBC TV in Johnson 
City, Tennessee began broadcasting.  Most of the people lived in the river and creek 
bottoms, deep in narrow valleys and hollows.  No TV reached these places.  
However, those folks who lived high in the mountaintops, and who had electricity, 
could sometimes get an erratic signal.  The signals sometimes bounced seemingly 
randomly off of the surfaces of the mountainsides.  Some enterprising people began 
to place antennas on the mountaintops above their homes, and to run ‘cable’ down 
to their houses.  This ‘cable’ is not to be confused with coaxial cable as it is known 
today.  The first ‘cable’ consisted of two necked copper wires held apart by nylon 
spacers.  This rig was generally referred to as ‘ladder’ or ‘railroad track’ wire.  
Frequently the TV signal thus captured required amplification, and vacuum tube 
‘boosters’ were used. 
 
 There were technical problems that were inherent in this arrangement.  The 
necked copper wires themselves became antennas and picked up cosmic radio 
waves from outer space.  The spark gap that was the basic apparatus inside of a 
vacuum tube itself generated random radio waves.  These two sources of unwanted 
‘static’ produced ‘snow’ that looked like a blizzard on the visual display of the TV, 
and made a frying sound in the audio speaker.  The further the distance between the 
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antenna and the TV set, the more boosters and cable were needed, and the greater 
the snow and static you got.  How far away one could place one’s antenna depended 
on one’s tolerance level for snow and static.  In those early days people would put 
up with a surprising amount.  
 
 Many of these homes with TV abounded up and down the Appalachian 
Mountain chain.  No list of them exists.  Perhaps the first home in Appalachia to have 
TV was that of Taze Sexton, who lived on the toe on the Nine Mile Spur of Black 
Mountain in Moneyhun Hollow.  He worked for E. L. Ford Construction Company of 
Norton, and had worked on a job for them in Johnson City, and had seen TV.  About 
1953 he brought home a TV set, and ran his antenna up Moneyhun to the top of the 
Nine Mile Spur.  ‘Radio’ Sam Broach, who had a business in Big Stone Gap, brought 
TV by similar methods to some houses on Callahan Avenue.  The signals seem to 
have been reflected ones, and not from a mountain top antenna.  ‘Buck’ Maddox 
brought TV in from a hilltop south of current Cold Spring Drive to the Old Bottom 
section of town.  He sold signal to several homes, and is the earliest community 
antenna TV (CATV) in town remembered by any of the author’s contacts.   
 
 The coal camps on Black Mountain above Appalachia were higher in altitude 
than the town itself.  Coal miners were also more familiar with electricity than most 
of the folks in town.  The first TV the author remembers seeing in the Appalachia 
area was in a miner’s home up in one of the camps.  It was a dusky late summer’s 
evening.  Half the camp seemed to be standing on the miner’s front porch, and 
politely took turns looking through the open door at the snowy frying gadget sitting 
in the living room, which was also packed with closer friends and family. 
 
 To provide a historic and technical background for what was to happen next, 
let’s review what was going on nationally, and especially across Black Mountain in 
Cumberland, Kentucky. 
 
 The TV industry turned into a public free-for-all in the period between 1945 
and 1948.  Transmitting stations were trampling all over each other, and others 
were capturing their signals and charging people for delivering signals on cable to 
their homes.  The TV stations claimed that they owned these signals, and the cable 
owners maintained that once the stations had transmitted their signals into the 
public airways, they lost ownership of them.  Legally, the Federal Communications 
Commission (FCC) lacked authority to regulate cable systems.  Therefore, in 1948 
the Federal Government put a freeze on the issuance of new TV station licenses.  
This lasted until 1952, by which time the government had passed appropriate 
legislation, and the FCC had issued rules governing what had become known as 
Community Antenna Television (CATV).  The cable providers were required to 
obtain franchises from the legal authorities of the communities they served.   
 
 The author cannot find documentation of the startup date for Cumberland 
Cable Corporation of Cumberland, Kentucky.  (Its first name may have been ‘Kerwin 
TV’).  However, it must have been very soon following the 1952 setup of the new 



 3 

regulatory environment.  William (Bill) Risden was from Harlan County, Kentucky, 
in which Cumberland is located.  Harlan County and Cumberland lie on the northern 
side of Black Mountain, while Appalachia is on its southern slopes.  He had been a 
communications specialist in the military, and was judged by his neighbors to have 
been “in a different zone of intelligence in how (he) could evaluate, and invent, and 
do things”.  He built a CATV system in Cumberland, which was the first in Kentucky, 
and one of the first ten in the United States.  His corporation developed the federally 
mandated franchise arrangement with the governing body of the City of 
Cumberland.  He rose to a position of prominence in that industry nationally, and 
became a ‘director’ of the nationally circulated “Community Antenna Television 
Journal”.  Southeastern Community College of Cumberland, Ky. is quite proud of him, 
and maintains a body of documentation on him and his activities in its library.   
 

 
 

MONUMENT TO RISDEN ON THE TOP OF BLACK MOUNTAIN NEAR THE BASE OF THE BENHAM 
SPUR – THE HISTORIC SITE OF THE ANTENNAE IS DUE WEST ABOUT THREE MILES AT THE TIP OF 

BENHAM SPUR 
 
 
 

BELOW 
 

THE PLAQUE ON THE ABOVE MONUMENT 
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 Risden placed his community antenna on the tip end of Benham Spur, also 
know as “the head end” in Cumberland. It is part of Black Mountain. The antenna 
system for the cable system for Cumberland is still there. 
 
 This author’s father, Lawrence J. Fleenor, Sr., had a business in Appalachia.  
He had been coach of the East Stone Gap High School athletic teams, and had a 
natural knack for bringing people together to work for a common goal.  He liked TV.  
It was he that had carried the author as a child up the hollows to see the snowy sets 
operating there.  He did business in Cumberland, and may have known Risden.  At 
any event, he began a protracted campaign to get Risden to bring cable TV to 
Appalachia.  He spend many evenings at Appalachia Town Council meetings, and 
finally that body issued a franchise to Risden to built and to operate a TV cable 
system in Appalachia.  It is not remembered what corporate name was used.  In fact 
there are no existing records of this venture, as the flood of 1977 destroyed all the 
town records as well as the archives of the town’s newspaper, “The Appalachia 
Independent”. 
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 Risden wasted no time.  He placed his community antenna on top of Big Cliff, 
which towers above the southern end of town on the eastern side of the entrance to 
the Gap in Stone Mountain.  He used mules to carry his material to that site.  It used 
modern shielded coaxial cable, which eliminated the static induced by cosmic 
radiation.  The first boosters were vacuum tube. The cable came straight down off of 
the mountain to an empty store on the corner of Inman Road and Talley Town (now 
West River Street) known as Talley’s or Beckner’s Store, where they set up a 
demonstration project and signed new customers up.  Later the office moved to the 
building known as Skeens’ Coal Yard on the western end of what was then Railroad 
Ave. (now Powell Street).  The author remembers watching “The Mickey Mouse 
Club” on TV at his parent’s home.  This TV show started in 1955.  The author 
graduated from high school in 1958, and would have been too old to have been 
interested in this program much after it was started.  The channels available on the 
cable were WJHL of Johnson City Tennessee, which started in 1953, WCYB TV of 
Bristol, Virginia, which started in 1956, WLOS of Ashville, North Carolina, which 
started in 1954, and an unknown station from Knoxville, Tennessee. 
 

 
 

THE SITE OF THE ANTENNAE TOWER FOR THE FIRST FRANCHISED COAXAL COMMUNITY 
ANTENNA TELEVISION IN WISE CO., VIRGINIA – THE LOCATION IS KNOWN AS ‘BIG CLIFFS’, AND 

LAYS ON LITTLE STONE MOUNTAIN TO THE SOUTH OF THE ‘NEW BOTTOM’ SECTION OF 
APPALACHIA 
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TALLEY’S OR BECKNER’S STORE – DIRECTLY UNDER BIG CLIFFS 
NOTE THE BRONZE PLAQUE ON THE SIDE OF THE BUILDING 

COMMERATING TALLEY’S MEDAL OF HONOR FROM WWI 
 

 

SKEENS’ COAL 
YARD BUILDING 

– THE CABLE 
BUSINESS 
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Concerning the question about when the change to transistor boosters was 
made, we know that the first “pocket radios” using transisters were marketed in 
1954.  The first car all transistor radios were used by Chrysler in 1955, and 
documentation shows that cable boosters made the change about the same time.  On 
the other hand, the CATV system in Big Stone Gap, which was started in the late 
1960’s, was still using vacuum tube boosters well into the 1970’s. 
 
 This effort soon acquired the preexisting cable system in the Town of Big 
Stone Gap, which lies just 2 ½ miles south of the Big Cliff TV cable antenna.  This 
system had its tower at the former site of the C.C.C. fire tower on Little Stone 
Mountain.  Very soon thereafter the franchising governing body was changed to 
Wise County, an effort promoted by Jack Kennedy.  The ownership and name of the 
cable system rapidly changed several times.  The present Comcast Corp. operates 
this system today, but it is the corporate direct descendant of the original 
Appalachia CATV system built by Bill Risden. 
 
 A community organization of leaders of the Communities of Cumberland, 
Benham, and Lynch, Kentucky; and that of Appalachia and Big Stone Gap, Virginia 
named “Hands Across the Mountain” has placed a bronze monument on the peak of 
Black Mountain, the highest mountain in Kentucky, commemorating the 
Cumberland Cable Company.  The inscription reads “This plaque is in memory of 
William Risden (1914-1994) WWII Veteran – An innovator and devotee of 
electronic technology, Risden was a pioneer in the cable TV industry credited with 
building the first cable system in Kentucky.  Taking advantage of Black Mountain’s 
elevation, Risden located his operation in this general area.  With ingenuity, hard 
work and perseverance, Risden fulfilled his dream to cable television from atop 
Black Mountain to the town below.  He was recognized for his closed circuit 
television facilities that provided vital community service.  The Cumberland Cable 
Company has been recognized as one of the first ten cable systems in the United 
States.  Sponsored by “Hands Across the Mountain”. “ 
 
 The site of the plaque was dictated by the fact that the top of Black Mountain 
can be reached by four-wheeled vehicle.  The actual site of the antenna of 
Cumberland Cable Corporation is several miles away, but often can be reached only 
with a four-wheel drive ATV.  This has led to confusion among the public over where 
that antenna actually was located. 
 
 Interestingly enough, the fire tower that now stands at the peak of Black 
Mountain next to the Hands Across the Mountain plaque was originally installed at 
the tip of Benham Spur next to the CATV antenna site.  The original hand cut walls of 
the fire watcher’s cabin are still standing there.  They were cut by the same Italian 
stone masons that cut the stones for the wall around the old Benham, Ky. High 
School football field. 
 
 In summary let it be said that the present TV cable system of Wise County 
was started in the Town of Appalachia; that it was a satellite operation of the builder 
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of the first CATV in Kentucky; and that the author can find no contradictory data 
that would keep it from having been the first legally franchised coaxial cable CATV 
in the Commonwealth of Virginia. 
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