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THE BLUE
PEOPLE OF
~ TROUBLESOME
L CREEK

The story of an Appalachian
malady, an inquisitive doctor,
and a paradoxical cure.
by Cathy Trost

Hiustrations by Walt Spituniller

i ;i.*:uw;ilmn‘i after o French HT'[.'I}h[lI LA

Martin Pligsite selohed on the bunks of ensten

Kenieichy's Troublesonie Creek with tis e

Hgsdted American bide, his greatgreal-great

i{l-ul grandson swas bosi i g mvodern hspigal nor fi
vern wherie the cresk sull robs.

T t:n}r mheried s Garher s ankiness and hi
mother stightly nasal wiy of speaking.

Wihat be gon From Martn Fugate was dark blueski
e was almose purple! his facher Tecalls,

Do tors were o astomishud by the tolor of Benj
Stacysskin thar they raced bt by ambukance from
miateiniey ward in he haspital near Haeard 102 med
ical elinic i Lesangion. Two days of st prodinced i
splaniation for skin the color of 2 britised. phuu

A trsisbuasion was being prepared when Bergy's prind
mother spoke up. "Have youcever heard of the bla
Fugates of Tronildesome Crevks ™ shie ashed the dodiogs

“My gricnedmothier Livon iy dad's side wak a biue
Fugate. It was veal bad in henl Alva Stacy, the boy’s fa
ther explathed. " The dectors Bnally’ come W the con
clision that Benjy's color-way due w Blosd mberie:
Frian; Benerations ligiek”

Benjy fost s blue tint within a few weeks, atsd miow b
1 abott s normal looking a seven-yeariold boy asym
centd hope 1o find. Fis ligs and fivigernals sull turn
shade of por ple-blue whien e pets calt or agry—
quirk that so-intrigued medical Sudens aftér ey
Biveh thar they would cvowd around the babiyand 1y 1
make him try, "Benpy wasa v vty big iteman 'le. 1::_|f-.pr
tal.) Wismothes savae with'a I.;HII-

Bark blue lips and hngm i ls wire thie Ull]"r bpane s 4
Martin Fugate's legacy it in the boy: thieand the e
vessive gene that has shaded many of the Fimares anc
then: kin blue tor the past 162 years:

Al mmiiny Vnimpgny sl e ifhhi gis wued atespveitigf o



Theyre knowsn 'éimplj, A the
“hlue people” in the hills ancd hol-
lenws avaund Troublesome and Ball
Creelks Most Hveel o their 85 and
G witheut serious illness assodi-

ated with the skin discoloration.

For some, though, there wisa pain

pob seern e dab tests, That was thies

pait of being blue iz world that is
l'!.ll:‘.t‘rl"h- shacles of white to-black,
Lhme was always speculition n

e hollows about what made the

blue peeple blue—heart disease, a

'lung disarder, the pmwibililv pro-

sed by one old-timer that “ther
bilaad is just a httle claser @ their
w,km Biit no ene knew for SLITE,
and dod¢tors rarely paid visits 1o
the remdte créekside setllements
where migsr of (e "blue I’_ugmm
lived vl well o the 19308 By
the time a young hematologist
From. the University of Kemucky

came down w Troublesome Creck

in the 19605 o cure the blue peo-
ple, Martin Fagate's descendants
el mnliplied Ll'lE:ﬂ’ reCessive genes

-per]-.,s WP my ears, ! Cawenn s

‘all over-the Oumberland Phaeau
Madison Cawein began hearing
rumors ahout the blue people
when he went to work at thé Uni-
versity of Kentue ln} & Lexmglﬁn
medictl elinic in 1960, % in & hema-
tolagist, 50 mnuuu‘u:g I1kﬂ thrﬂ.

ping on whiskey sours and Ir:mrr
his tnmfl slip back o the sy inmer e

Cspent “tromping around the ikl

tooking for blie people™

Cawein 15 0o SUEAR T B CUoen-

tricities of the body: Fe helped iso-
late an antidote for chatera, and he
didd some ol the E'B.l"]:g' work of
I;-dnp.—i the drug for I“ﬂrhnmns

disease. But his Fivst Tove, ulmrh Tig

developed as an Army medical
techniciin i World War 11, wis

hematology. “Blood cells Elhd}i‘s.

tooked so beautiful o e hesays.

Claweim would drive back and

torth between Le&mgmn amd Hag:
ard—an cight-hour ordeal before
the telliaay was burll—*and ST
the hills looking forthe Blue people

‘thather {;amd}f wasthe blue Comibses

Lana Bugato-and Jola Stagy,

held: heard rumors st e

emericar Hesdnt ﬁhﬁwncﬂmn Ttk a
el it Ilaz.ﬂrct and it WS thﬂ!:'

thilt Cawein inet "4 e L‘.‘{I}_[_[:_r_iﬁ e
who offered Lo hieln.
THer name was Kuth Pemrergﬂss

‘and she hiad been (rying ta st up

medical interest in the blue peaple

lever since @ dark blue wenia

watked o the county health the-

partment onpe bitterly cold after-

oon and-asked For @ ”Lahmd Lest.
“Bhe liad been outin the cold and:

she was just Bt recalls Perider-
--grms-, vebiy 15 now 689 and retived

TUrSng: “Her face and her
Bingernails were almost mrlxgi:i
blue. It like ro seared me 1o death!
She-Jooked like she- was having a
higart attack. [ just knew that pa-
tient was going to die right there in

the health stepartment, but she

wasn'T a'tall alirmed, She old e

who lived up on- Ball Creck. She was



Some blue people thought
the doctor was addled for suggesting
a blue dye could turn them pink.

a sister to anie of the Pugate women.”

About this same time, another nf
the biue Combses, named Luke,
had taken his sick:wife up o the
clinic at Lexington, One look at
Luke was enongh to "get these dec-
rors - down heve in a hurry” says
Pendergrass, who joined Cawein to
losk for more hlue people.

Trudging up and down the Jiol-
lows, fending off “the two mean
dogs that evervone had in their
front yard” the doctor and the
nurse would spot someone at the
top of a hill who looked blue and
take off in wild pursuie. By the time
they'd get to the top, the person
would be gone: Finally, one day
when the frosteated doctor was
idling inside the Hazard clinic, Pat-
rick and Rachel Ritclie walked i,

" They were bluer'n hell” 'L.awein
says, “Well, as vou can. un’lgmt,
really exammfd them. Afier con-
_cludn‘:g__l bzt chiere was oo E’FId.EHE‘_E‘
of heart disease, T'sdid ‘Ahal
stavied asking them gu&hl]mﬁ DG
you have any:relatives who ars
blue?" Then 1 sat downoand wedbe:
gan (¢ chart the family”

Cawein remembers the pain Lhal
showed on the Ritchie brorhers
and sister’s faces. " T Iw::, wiere ﬁ‘a"}
embarrassed about being blue” hé
said, “Patrick was #ll hunched
down in the hall. Rachel was lean-
ing against the wall, They wouldn’t
come into the watting room. You
cotild tell how much it bothered
them 1o be bluye!

Afer-ruling out heare and lun
discases, the docor suspr_‘cl-eg
methemoglobinemia, a rare heréd-

itary blood disorder that results

Frevm exceds levelsol methémonla-
bin i the blood. Methemoglobin,
which s blue, isa nonbanctional
form ol the red hemoeglobin: that
carries xygen, It is the color of
oxypgensdepleted blood seen in the
blue veins just bedow: the slan,

if the blue people did have
methemeglobinemia, the next step

was 1o fined out the cause, Tt cai be.

Brought on by several things: ab-
normal hemoglobin foi mation, an
enizyme deficiency, and taking too
much of certain rl'rugs including
vitamin K, which is essential for
bload clotting and is abundant in
pork liverand f.regeiahle oil,
Laswerin drew “lots of  Blood”

from the Ritehies and hurried Back
tr has lab, He vested first for abnor-
mal ]u,mr:ginhm but the results
WETE Negative:

Stumped, the docor turned 1o
the 111&&]?{:9-1 hterature foraclue. He
found references to méthemoglob-
merma dating 1o the turn of the
century, but it wasnt untib he came
across E, M. Seott’s 160 report in
the Journal of Clindeal Investipation

that theanswer began o emerge.

Seout was a Public Health Service
docter at the Arctic Health Re-
search Center in Anchorage who
had discovered heveditiry methe-
moglobinemis among Alaskan Es-
kKirmos and Indians, Bowas caused,

Seott speculated, byan absence of

the enzyme diaphorase from their
red blood cells. Th normal peqple
hemoglobin is conyerted to methe-
muglbbin at avery dow rate, 1 this
conversion: contimued, all  the
budy's hemoulobin wuu'!d eyentu.
ulby Be rE'ﬂdE_'J‘Ed useless, Normally

diaphorase converts methemoglo-

Bin back 1o hemoglobin: Scortalso
concladed that the mndlmm WS
inherited as a simple recessive trait.
I nnhm words, to ger the disorder,
a person would have to inherit two

‘genes forit, one fiom each parent.

Somebody with- only opne gene
would nol have the tondition bin
coulkd _ﬁ;u’sr’ the gene toa child.

‘Beott’s Alaskans  Seemed
miatch Cawein's blue peaple. 1 lhc
conditionsere irherited as a reces-
sive trait, i would appear most
eiften irean inbred line,

Cawemn needed fresh blood o do
1 frn_zrm'r: assay. He had w drive
cight hours back 'to Hazard 1o
search ol the Ritchies, seho livedin
a tapped-out mining town called

Hardburly, They ook the doctor to
see their unele, who was blue, too
While in the hills, ¢ awein drove
over to see Zach (Big Man) Fugate,
the f6-year-old patriarch of the
clan on Troublesome Creek) His
can gave out on the divt road o
Zachs house andithe doctor had 1o
borrow a Jeep from a filling station.
Lach took the docter even far-
ther up Copperhead Hallow to see
his: Aumt. Bessie Fugate, who was
blue, Bessie had an-irpn pot ol
cluthes boiling in her froat yard,
but she graciously allowed the doe.
ror 1o draw some of her blood,
“So Fhroughitcback the newhilogd
aned-set up my enzyvme asayy Cas
wein contmued, "And by God, they
didn't have {he-En.u meﬁmphm‘a&f
I looked at {.}_l.ht.r' enzymes and
n{)t_hmg WS Wrong with them. SHerl
knew we had the defect defined .
Just like the Alaskans, Llierr
blood had accumulated so much of
the blue moelecule: that it over
whelmed: the red of wormal hemi:
globin that shows through-as pank
i the skin of most Caucasians,
Once he had the enmme defi:
ciency isolated, methylene ! blue
sprang o :Eﬁhmn s mind as the
“perfectly obvious” antidote, Some
of the blue people thought the doc
tiorvas shghtly addled forsug:
gesting that a blue dye could rurs
thiers pink. But Cawern knew from
earherstudios that the body has an
alternative method of converting
methtmngiﬂbm back 1o normal
Activating it vequires adding tohe
blood a substance thal acts as ar
“electron donor!’ Miny subitances
do- this, but Gawein chose methylk
ene blae betaase it had been eised
successtully and salfely in othe
cages amd bevaiise it acts quickly
Cawein packed his black bag-ane
roundedup Nurse Pendergrass fo
the lng event: hey wenlover
Parrick and Rachel Ritchie’s houst
and injected each of them w ith. 1t
milligrams o mechylene blue.
“Within a few minutes, the bl




“If you'll notice,” Stacy says,
tracing family lines on a chart,

alor was gone from theirskin,” the
octor siid. “For the first tme in
heir lives, they were pink. They
jerve delighted

“They changed colars!” vemem-
ered Pendergrass, “Iyowas really
nmething excting 1o see.” :

The doctor gave each blue Family

supaply of methylene blue tablers
o take asa diily pill. The drag's el-
pels are temporary, as methylene
Jue te normally excreted in the
rine, One day, one of the older
nouniain men coroneved the doc-
a1, "L eansge that old blue Tonnmg
ut ol my skin,” he conlided.

Before Cawein endled his seudy
f the blue people, he returned o
be pricuntains Lo pateh together
he long and twisted journey ol
dartin Fugale's vecessive genc.
ram a history of Perry Conmy
el somie Fujgate Family Bibles lise
fig ancesiors, Caweln has con-
trugted a Faivly complete story.

Martin Fugue was a French o
b whie endigrated o Reatucky
rr 1820 tocelaima land grant on the
vilderness banks of Troublesome
Sredle Nomention of hisskin eolor
s made i the early histories of the
e, bt Famnily tore: has it that
hsrtin el was hloe.

The odds against it were imcil-
ulalde, but Martn Fugite man-
iged o lnd and marvy a wormig
vhio carried the salic redessive
reie: Elisabeth Smithi; apparently,
wis a5 pale-skinned:as the moun-
ain laurvel that blooms. every
spring around the cregk hollows.

Martin and Elizabeth set up
housekeeping Gn the bunks of
Troublesome and began a fuaily
O thirlr deven children, four wiere
peported oy be Blue

Fhe clan kepr multiplying: Fu-
gates martied other Fugares,
womerimes they married first oo
g A they marvied the people
who lived closest to them, il
Ciomlises, Smiths, Ritchies, and
Sracys. Al lived m isolation feom
thieworkd, Bunched in log cabins up

“I'm kin to myselt.”

apic clown ehe hollows, atid soiy was
oy natural that a boy niarried the
girl next doar, even if she had the
st TA8E name.

*When they settled this cogntry
back then, there was no- roacds, Tt
wis hard 1o ger out, so they inter-
married,” says Dennis Stacy, a
A layeir-old coal miner and amg-
teur genealogist who has filled @
loase-deaf notebook with the Rbori-
osly rraced blood lines of several
local famithes. X '

Stacy counts Fugate blood n his
awn vedns, " H youll gonce” he ob-
seryes, tracmg lines on his family's
churt, whreh lists hisomother’s and

his Father's great grandlather as

Henley Fugate, “T'm kin o ayself”
The railvoad didn't  come
through eastern Kentucky unil
the coal mines weve developed
appund TOER, arid in ook another
B0 or 40 years o Ry down roads
abongthe foial creeks
- Marun and Elizabech Fugare's
e children multipled o this pat-
ural iselation tank, 1The marriage
of one ol thelv bue boys, Zackia-

riat, to His mother's sister trig-

gered the hine oF suceéssion that
would result in the birth, more
than K} vears later. of Benjy Sty

When Benjy wis born with prir-
pleskin, his relatives told the per-
plexed doctors aboul his grear

grandmother Luna Fugate. One
relative describes her g5 “blue wl

prver” s anorhier calls Lama “the
Islurest swominn Fover saw”
Luas tather, Levy Fugnre, was

wne of Zachariah Fugate's sons.

Levy marvied o Rirchie givl and
bought 200 acres of rolling land
along Ball Greck. The couple Hal
cight children, mcluding Euna.

A feltone by the nawre of John B
Stacy spotted Luna at Sunday ser-
viges of the Old Regular Baprist
Chureh Back before the ceritury
tariied. Stacy courted her, married
e, dind muoved over from Troble-
some Creek wo make o living i ani-
ber on her daddy's landd.

Luna has been dead nearty 20
vears now, o her widower su=
vives, John Staey =6l ives en Lick
Branch of Ball Creek. His twa-
rovomm log cabinsitsin the middleol
Lawrel Fork Hollow, Luna s buried
at the top of the hollow. Sacy’s son
has built 8 modern house next
deor, but the pld logger won's heay
of leaving the cabin: he baile with
tirnbér he personilly cut and hewyd
for Tuma and their 13 children.

Stzcy recalls thay has Baihier-in-
faw, Levy Fugaw, was “part of the
family thatshowed blue Al them

“ald fellers way hack then was blue,

One of ‘'em—1 remember seeing
him when T wis just a boy—Blue
Anze, they called him. Most of
therm old people wenit by that name
—ihe blue Fogates, It ran i that
generation who lived upand down
Ball (Greek)! :

“Thes looked hkeanvbody else,
‘eept they hatl the blue color” Suicy
siys; sitting in awhaer i his plad
Hlannel shirt and suspenders, next
o marcliosted bos where a small
Black pigler, keptas a per, 8 squeal-
ing Tor his hottle- T coildn’ wll
you whiat'caused "

The only thing Stacy can't—or
whi't—remember i that bis wites
Lianawas blue When asked aliogg
it he shakes his head and stares
steacd fastly ahead | Tewould be hand
1o dhoubt this gracions man excep
that vonr-ean't fined another person
who knew L who cloesne re-
member her s being blue.

*The bluest Fugaites | evér sy
wag Lo and her kin says Carrie
Erte Kilbura, a nurke who works at
the paral medieal center called
Horreplace Cline " Fuma was blu-
il all over: Her hipswere as dark s
1 brotses She was as blie a woman
as L eversiw”

Luna Stacy possessed (e good
health commm o tie blue people,
bearing at feast 13 ehildven before
shedied w0 84, The elinic doctins
only siw her a few times i her hife
and never faranvihing seilou:



As coal mining dne the vailroddy
Birought progresy o Keptie Ju.;, thie
blue Fugates started moy g oL af
thelr cammunivies and marrying
ithet! T;L'-‘n}a}f The strain of inher-
iteed Bhue Began o disappens as the
regessive | gene ipeat]- e L..'I[l:I!L[E:'

where i1 was anhkehy to-he- |M1T'Pd'

witth a similar frene,

Benjy Sticy s one of ‘the las; of
the blue Fugares, With Tugadie
Blgod on both b mothers arid his

Gicher s sides the oy could have: e
eeived genes for the EnFEyine delis

ciency from enber direction, Be-

atse the by s intensely bue a
byrth B then recivered s mior
makhskin tees, Bieay isassuimed to
bty iy 1réet mﬂil} e pete fhar
the condition. Sucly people tend 1w
b very blue {mh* ap bitth, probably
bf‘f AESE fEeiy |.un 115 nﬂ-:’nml]\r TRy
wmialter amotints ol dhtp]'iumw
The vy Hrmmd]!} inileks 1o

tpreal bevelsin most {_hlldﬂt‘n syl
e almast pormal levels i those
like Benjy, whe catry one gene,

NEVEMALR:

Hitlda Briaeyis Herecly P]UL::LLWE

of her som. She et upset d all the

talk of hikireeding among the: Fii-

gares. Onie of the supermiavket tab-

lofddy dnce sent a'reporter (o brd
oitabioat the e people; and she
wias distressed with v predecu pas
tion with Intermarriages.

Stieand ber hushand Alvahave s
strongsense of Tumily They sing in

[1re Hl;l.l; y Faanily l'.rc]\.}}L-'l Hmri .-]hll

Have provided their children with a
beautral home and 4 memigerie of

pets, ineluding horses,

"Freryvone Ground hidve I.c.um-,s
{

whet the blue Fuigates!” says Hilda

Stacy sl ar 26, ok miore like 4
sister than a-mother 1o her ehil-

dren, “It's eammon: 1% nothing”

Cawerintand bas volleagioes pily
lished thebr vesearch ol heeclitary
diaphoryse deticiency i the Ar
efiis iy el Meediiiirie i 1964,
He hiasn’t Gached the condition For

yeards Bven s Giwein sil] getd

callé for adviee. One came from a
bhie Fugate who'd joined the Avmy

John Staey today,

andl Biggr senit toPanama, wheve hig
SO W F‘n::ru I}wg‘h; [rhure L,qwﬂn
advised giving the child muhﬂaue
Blue and g worryimgaboay i
The dector was recently ap-
praached by the producers of it
televigion show “That's Incredibie”
They wanted W parade the blae
pregpsle derosy the sereen ) o aeir
weekly display of humiai okl dies.
Uawein et have no patl of it
ane he refated witl: glee the news
that a filad Crew sent 1o Iu'nlm kv
From Hnﬂ?wnﬂd [Teed gl pni
mean: dogs- i every front ward”
witheous sy Bhn Cawern cheers
their ak betek st owut ol mdice b
ol af adeop respect tor thn blue
pﬁ{:pi:* of Tredibiesame Creek,
“They were poor people)” con-
LA N_Lr_] st Pendergrans, “hut they ;
were good” (L

Ciathy Trott iy o free-lanee seoiter basid
il i’ﬂﬁ:ﬂ'ﬂ'fr:g‘.‘ﬂ.‘rr.‘ TR,

39



