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Anchor: One of West Virginia’s most beloved politicians is featured in a documentary 

that will premiere this weekend at Marshall University.  “Ken Hechler: In Pursuit of 

Justice” chronicles Hechler’s life and career. Clark Davis has more. 

 

 

Davis: Ken Hechler has worn many hats since 1957 when he moved to West Virginia to 

teach at Marshall University.  Hechler served in Congress, and as Secretary of State. He’s 

also been an advocate for the environment, campaign finance reform, and as this clip 

from the documentary shows, for miners: 

 

Hechler: You’re great moment has many heroes, the greatest heroes are you the coal 

miners, you’ve taken the future, your future in your hands and you’ve proclaimed no 

longer are we going to live and work and die like animals we’re free men. 

 

Davis: Hechler represented West Virginia in Congress from 1959 until 1977.  He was the 

main sponsor of the 1969 Coal Mine Safety and Health Act.  Hechler ran for Secretary of 

State in 1984 and remained in that office until two thousand.  In 1999 and two thousand, 

Hechler joined New Hampshire Grandmother Doris Granny D Haddock in her walk 

across the country on behalf of campaign finance reform.  Hechler walked a total of 530 

miles.   West Virginia Public Television Videographers Russ Barbour and Chip 

Hitchcock created the documentary. Barbour says it’s important to show what kind of 

man Ken Hechler is.  

 

Barbour: Ken Hechler is extraordinary in that he is a likable intelligent person with an 

amazing amount of energy. While he considered marriage several times, he never 

married, that he just threw himself into every situation he possibly could it seems to help 

people and that goes back to when he was teaching he realized that Government worked 

best when it really worked for the people and he’s always tried to make that a reality. 

 

Davis: How important was he to the people of West Virginia? 

 

Barbour: Ken Hechler was important to people largely because he listened to people and 

did something about it. It didn’t matter how small it was. He had an agreement in his 

office or a mandate basically that if you get a letter today, you respond today. You do 

something, you at least acknowledge it. But Hechler would often be the person on the 

phone trying to deal with it himself.  

 

Davis: Hechler had a privileged childhood.  He grew up on Long Island New York 

Hechler’s parents were well off and both served as Republicans in various local political 

offices.  Hechler has degrees from Swarthmore College and Columbia University.   

During World War Two, Hechler was drafted into the U-S Army, where he served as a 



combat historian.  After the War Hechler achieved the rank of Major.  Barbour says 

Hechler’s experiences are broad. 

   

Barbour: One of the really cool things for me about Ken Hechler is that his life touches 

all these aspects of major issues and events of the 20
th
 century so you can use Ken 

Hechler’s life to, to really examine how public service and especially public office 

evolved in the 20
th
 century and how the desire to really do something and to make life 

better for people moved forward from 1900 throughout the century. 

 

Davis: Barbour used a lot of archived film to illustrate Hechler’s life.  Much of that film 

came from the special collections of Marshall’s Morrow library where old footage from 

WSAZ and Hechler's personal collection is kept.   Andrew Earls is Morrow’s Digital 

Media specialist.   Earls is from Huntington and he, like many from the area and across 

the state, are familiar with what Ken Hechler has done: 

 

Earls: I was born and raised here and I was five years old when he got elected the first 

time in 1958. And growing up, everything that was going on in this area anything like 

bridges or the buffalo creek disaster, or the silver bridge, anytime there was anything that 

was going on, Ken was here. 

Davis: The film “Ken Hechler: In Pursuit of Justice” will show Saturday night at seven 

o’clock at Marshall University’s Memorial Student Center.  Country Music singer Lionel 

Cartwright wrote the sound track for the film and will perform.  The event is free and 

open to the public. The film will show later this year nationally on PBS. For West 

Virginia Public Broadcasting I’m Clark Davis in Huntington.  

 


