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Helen Darden’s
Memories of the

Blue Hole,

the

Vernon County Line
School, and the

Boykin Community
By Emily Hyatt

One of the most revered and least understood
landmarks in the Neches river valley in deep East Texas,
the Blue Hole has long held sway over the imaginations
of those who have seen its unique blue water.
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In May 2011, Jonathan Gerland and Richard
Donovan interviewed Helen Darden at her
home in Camden, Texas. She recounted stories
from her childhood growing up in the Boykin
Community in Southern Angelina and Northern
Jasper County, attending the Vernon County
Line School, and swimming in the Blue Hole.
Though the history of the Blue Hole’s
creation and place in the industrial history of
the area was detailed in a previous Pine Bough
article, there is still much to learn about the
social history of the area. 1 In May of 2011,
Mrs. Helen Darden sat for an interview about
her memories of growing up near the Blue
Hole and attending the local school, known as
Vernon County Line.2
Mrs. Darden spent her childhood deep
in the pineywoods of Jasper County in a
community of African Americans whose
lives centered around their local school. This
community, known as the Boykin community,
straddled the line between Angelina and Jasper
counties, and its school, located in Jasper
County near the Blue Hole, accepted children
from both counties. Her cousins, the Fraziers,
lived several miles away and also attended
Vernon, but they lived in Angelina County.3
It seems that deep in the woods, several
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The forest and its resources
provided a livelihood for
several generations of
timber workers, sawyers, and
farmers, as well as those
who found employment in
the turpentine and mining
industries.
African American families had carved out
homes for themselves and established a legacy
of large families that placed an emphasis on
education, church, and hard work.
It is believed that some of these families
were of mixed African American and
Native American heritage and their unique
backgrounds would have helped them form
a cohesive community even though it was
spread throughout a wide and sparsely
populated area. The forest and its resources
provided a livelihood for several generations
(continued on page 22)

The Blue Hole, located in Jasper
County, was formed by sandstone
rock mining. The quarry provided
jobs for members of the Boykin
community and the waters of
the Blue Hole became a place
for recreation and one of Deep
East Texas’ most unique natural
features.
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Helen Darden’s grandparents,
Jim and Emmer Runnels.
The Runnels family lived in
Angelina County in the Boykin
community. Jim Runnels was
a freed slave who settled in the
area after the Civil War. His
wife, Emmer, was a Native
American woman.

of timber workers, sawyers, and farmers, as
well as those who found employment in the
turpentine and mining industries. Helen
Darden grew up in a home located between
the Blue Hole and the school, and thus in the
epicenter of this community.
Mrs. Darden was born in Jasper County
in March of 1918, the daughter of Walter and
Della Runnels Pettis. Though her father was
an “outsider” from Harrisburg, near Houston,
brought in by steady work in the quarry that
would one day become the Blue Hole, her
mother was from a long-established local
family. Her mother’s father, Jim S. Runnels
was a freed slave who settled in the area.

According to his
granddaughter, he was
a “powder monkey”
working in the quarry and
handling the explosives.
His wife Emmer, was a Native American.
They are both listed as “mulatto” on the 1920
Angelina County census. According to his
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granddaughter, he was a “powder monkey”
working in the quarry and handling the
explosives. Her father was later employed
at this same quarry, driving a mule wagon
full of unwanted dirt and rocks, known as
overburden, and depositing them around
the area. Only certain kinds of rocks were
valuable for the building projects that utilized
the quarry’s products and there was an
unavoidable amount of waste rock and dirt
as a result of the blast mining techniques.
Mr. Pettis, Mrs. Darden’s father, disposed of
this waste rock and dirt, and mounds of it
are still visible throughout the surrounding
forest. He was also an excellent swimmer, a
skill he utilized at the quarry and also passed
on to his family. During the mining process,
water would begin to fill parts of the quarry
and the miners used a steam powered pump
to keep their work area dry. Mrs. Darden
tells of a time when her father saved the
expensive pump after the quarry began filling
unexpectedly fast. She says the water “came in
all at once. My father dived and put a chain
on their pump so they wouldn’t lose it and
they drug it out.”4
Though mining operations at the quarry
continued off and on until the 1950’s, much
of it had filled with water by the time Mrs.
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Darden was a child old enough to swim in the
1920’s. Living so close to this unique feature,
her entire family learned to swim and did
regularly, both for recreation and for health.
She says, “My mother swam, my father swam,
my whole family swam.” Local families would
swim on Sunday afternoons after church
services, which were held in the nearby school
building. Although it was a family affair
and everyone in Mrs. Darden’s immediate
family could swim, there were certain things
discouraged by the adults.

“We ran out on the
board and I was
standing up there and
my brother grabbed me
and dove off in there
and my mother hollered,
‘you better not’ and by
that time I was gone
down in the water.”
Her mother did not want her to jump off
the diving board, although her brothers were
allowed. One Sunday, Mrs. Darden decided
to experience the diving board anyway, and
came up with a way to do it that would
hopefully shield her from getting into trouble.
She had her youngest brother pretend to
throw her off the diving board. She describes
the scene, “We ran out on the board and I was
standing up there and my brother grabbed me
and dove off in there and my mother hollered,
‘you better not’ and by that time I was gone
down in the water.” In addition to the fun it
provided, Mrs. Darden’s mother and others in
the community believed the water in the Blue
Hole had healing properties, probably due to
its unique mineral content. She tells about
taking her younger sister, then a baby, to the
Blue Hole daily when ointment from a Lufkin
doctor couldn’t cure a severe skin condition.
According to Mrs. Darden, “If you had some
kind of sore on you or something, that Blue
Hole water was good for it.”5
Mrs. Darden loved to swim even after her
marriage; she would return to her mother’s

home to visit and always tried to swim in the
Blue Hole while there. In her interview, she
recalls one visit when her mother did not want
to accompany her to the Blue Hole, but she
went anyway. While she swam, she noticed
a man wearing some kind of county uniform
drive up in a car. He sat and watched her
swim; when she got out and approached him,
he expressed admiration for her swimming
skills, telling her he thought people only
swam that well on television6. Mrs. Darden
may have learned to swim at the Blue Hole,
but it was a skill she kept her whole life, even
swimming in Galveston as an adult.7
Like many rural communities in Deep
East Texas, black and white, the local school
united the far-flung residents. According to
Mrs. Darden, the school that would later be
known as the Vernon County Line School
began meeting in a building used by the
Masons. Supplies were hard to come by
and the children used cans with planks on
them for seats. Her mother attended this
school and her brothers started school in this
building. About the time Mrs. Darden began
her schooling, the community received a grant
from the Julius Rosenwald Foundation to
build a new school building.8

Supplies were hard
to come by and the
children used cans with
planks on them for seats.
This building had two school rooms and
the school complex eventually contained a
shop and a teacher’s home as well.9 It was at
this time when the school received the name
Vernon. The community had been known
as the Boykin Community as far back as
anyone could remember, named after one
of the founding families that settled there
after the Civil War. Community members
referred to the school by the name “County
Line” because of its proximity to the AngelinaJasper County line and its acceptance of
students from both counties, but the Vernon
name was new. According to Mrs. Darden,
the community chose to name the school
after one of two Boykin family grandsons.
Community members were to choose between
(continued on page 24)
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Walter Pettis, Mrs. Darden’s father, worked for the
quarry at what is now known as the Blue Hole.
His job was to drive a wagon filled with the
quarry’s overburden material and dispose of it in
the surrounding forest. This photo shows a mound
of dirt probably made from quarry overburden
in the forest near the Blue Hole. Mrs. Darden
remembers that her father was proud of his job
and his wagon and mules, named Net and Till.
Photo by Jonathan Gerland

Douglas Boykin and Vernon Smith. They
voted for Vernon, and thus the school became
Vernon County Line School.10
Its scholastics came from Angelina and
Jasper counties, but it was administered by
the Jasper school district. There is some
evidence that Angelina County acknowledged
the existence of Vernon, but even the earliest
school census records do not mention a
school in that area, much less one for African
American students.11 By 1970, though,
Jasper County had given up its control of the
school and allowed Colmesneil Independent
School District in Tyler County to annex
the Vernon County Line School area into its
district. Since part of the district was located
in Angelina County, the County School
Board had to agree to this move. Angelina
County had not administered Vernon in
decades (if ever) and had in fact ceded control
of that part of the county’s schools (at least
for black children, and it appears either no
white children would have been in this area
or they went to other schools) to Jasper, the
Angelina County school board offered no
objections to the move to Colmesneil.12 The
inconsistent nature of Vernon’s administration
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can probably be seen as a symptom of both
the isolated nature of the area and of the racial
attitudes at the time. Southern Angelina
County was sparsely populated, so children
not living in a town or settlement of some
size would have had to travel long distances
to school no matter their race, but especially
black children because there were no schools
for African American children in that part of
the county – Zavalla, the largest town of any
size in the southern part of the county did not
have a school for African American children.
Mrs. Darden remembers her years at the
Vernon County Line School with fondness.
Although it was a small rural school and
most of its students came from poorer
families, both the school administration and
their parents emphasized the importance
of education. Vernon only offered eleven
grades, so Mrs. Darden moved to Houston
to live with her brother. She attended Phillis
Wheatley High School for her senior year,
graduating in a class of 219 students. This
was quite a change from her 4 member class
at Vernon! The schools were, of course, very
different. Her sister-in-law tried to prepare
her for the differences, warning her on her
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The sizeable Boykin community, small
in number but united in spirit, is even more
sparsely populated today. The large timber
operations and quarries don’t need as many
workers as they used to and they don’t settle
families in the forests anymore. School
children ride buses to towns for school and
leave the area for jobs elsewhere. The Blue
Hole is privately owned and gated. All that
is left of this unique community of African
Americans is the memories of its former
residents. Hopefully, Mrs. Darden’s interview
will preserve these memories for future
generations.

ENDNOTES
Helen Darden poses in her swimsuit after a swim at Galveston,
Texas. She learned to swim in the Blue Hole and kept swimming
throughout her life whenever she got the chance.

first day, “Now you go down there – if they
find out you are from the country they will
run over you.” Mrs. Darden was able to hold
her own, but the city students’ behavior was
shocking to this country girl from a small
school where teachers were authority figures to
be respected. She says, “It was a lot different.
Children, teachers at the school, the children
to me they were just sassing them. If they said
something, they had a big word to give them
back and all that.”
The African American community that
had formed from the descendants of former
slaves was a community in spite of county
lines, so it made sense for the children of
the community, who viewed themselves as
neighbors in spite of their official county
of residence, to all attend the same school.
Although the outside world came calling in
the form of turpentine camps, rock quarries,
and timber operations (Aldridge was not far
away), the residents of the Boykin community
seemed to be left on their own. The 1920
census stands testament to the mixed racial
heritage of the area, with many families
classified as mulatto. Mrs. Darden’s own
heritage was mixed through her Runnels
grandparents. The Runnels descendants were
prolific, with the Frazier family, in particular,
consisting of 13 children.13
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