
By Ken Ward Jr.
Staff writer

With seven days of testimony 
completed in 
the criminal 
trial of Don 
Blankenship, 
it’s becom-
ing clear 
that one goal 
of — and a 
challenge for 
— federal 
prosecutors 
is to con-
vince jurors 
that when 

the former Massey CEO talked 

Prosecutors: 
Safety memos 
were just talk
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By David Gutman
Staff writer

T ry this: hold your 
breath for two minutes. 

that’s what Dr. David 
Chaffin tells his resi-
dents at Marshall Uni-

versity’s Joan C. Edwards 
school of Medicine.

“he’s walking around the 
room, slowly talking, already 
your brain is saying breathe, 
the longer you hold your 
breath, the louder and more 
insistent and persistent that 
voice gets,” describes Mary 

Aldred-Crouch, director of clin-
ical development at starlight 
Behavioral health, in hunting-
ton. “Now you’re turning blue, 
your brain’s screaming at you: 

Breathe!
“that’s addic-

tion.”
the urge to 

breathe, Crouch 
said, is like the 
urge that recov-

ering addicts feel for substanc-
es like oxycodone and heroin. 

that’s what’s gripping West 
Virginia, killing hundreds of 
people every year (most of them 

young), ruining thousands more 
lives and shattering families all 
over the Mountain state.

“Opiates are not what those 
with an addiction want to do,” 
Chaffin said. “it is what they 

have to use.”
the statistics are numbing. 

West Virginia leads the nation 
in overdose deaths. We take 
more prescription drugs, per 
capita, than any state except 
Kentucky. Wholesale drug dis-
tributors — not even including 
the two largest distributors — 
shipped 200 million pain pills 
to West Virginia over a recent 
five-year period. that’s about 
111 pills for every man, woman 
and child.

Behind the statistics are people 
like Kate Grubb, whose daughter, 
Jessie, is in her fourth stint of 

rehab in the past six years.
“Who’d think that your kid 

could be a heroin addict?” 
Grubb said. “it’s just so hard to 
even know where to begin.”

How did this happen?
how did it get to the point 

where the president of the 
United states is coming to 
Charleston to spotlight West 
Virginia’s, and the nation’s, 
ongoing opioid epidemic?

it hasn’t always been like 
this.

opIoID ABUSE IN tHE moUNtAIN StAtE

How did West Virginia become America’s leader in drug overdose deaths?

‘It was a staggering transition’
920,000

OxyContin prescriptions nationwide in 1997

$200 million
Purdue Pharma’s OxyContin marketing expenditures in 2001

7.2 million
OxyContin prescriptions nationwide in 2002

THE  NUMBERS
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Don Blankenship 
ON TRIAL

ONLINE:  
For more trial coverage, go to 
wvgazettemail.com/blankenship.

By Andrew Brown
Staff writer

West Virginia American Wa-
ter has not followed parts of a 
state Public service Commis-
sion order that prohibits it from 
recovering certain costs from 
customers, according to testi-
mony in the water company’s 
latest request for a rate in-
crease.

WVAW 
failed 
to follow 
pSc rules

Jumper 
turnout 
plummets
By Daniel Desrochers
Staff Writer

FAYETTEVILLE — Lee Moser of sterling, Virginia, doesn’t 
look down when he jumps off bridges.

Moser, an avid skydiver who made his first-ever 
BAsE jump last year off the New river Gorge Bridge, likes 
to look up instead. 

“the moment you jump off, you become extremely 
aware of every ounce of being,” Moser said. “the accelera-
tion factor is what keeps me coming back, because you 
can feel the force.”

For Moser, West Virginia’s Bridge Day — and jumping off 
high things in general — is a family affair. he got the 
thrill-seeking gene from his dad, Chuck, who jumps with him. 

“this is the most exciting thing you’ll ever do in your 
life,” Chuck said.

Last year, Lee was only able to get three jumps in be-
cause of how crowded it was. this year, he was hoping for 
five because, this year, he didn’t have to wait in line.

Moser said that, normally, the 400 tickets allocated for 
BAsE jumpers sell out right away. this year, they only sold 
180 tickets and only 120 people showed up.

Last spring, it was announced that the West Virginia 
state Police would require all BAsE jumpers, rappellers 
and vendors participating in Bridge Day to get their fingers 
scanned. in response, members of the BAsE community 
created a “New Bridge Day,” in twin Falls, idaho, which 
eventually was canceled. 

For those who did show up in West Virginia, many still 
weren’t happy about the new security policies. 

some of the jumpers at the event, like the Mosers, were 
able to avoid the fingerprinting by paying 10 dollars for a 
background check, a compromise the Bridge Day commit-
tee made this summer after the jumpers were threatening 
not to show up.  

“We’re wasting all of our tax dollars on all of this securi-
ty for a false sense of security,” said James Davis, 35, of 
Cincinnati, who was at Bridge Day for the fifth time. 

Bridge Day 2015

BASE jumpers leap off the New River Gorge Bridge during Saturday’s Bridge Day, in Fayetteville. 
Turnout for the annual event was about 50 percent lower than last year, jumpers said. 
See a video online at wvgazettemail.com. More photos, Page 11A.
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