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            And here’s a story you can hardly believe, but it’s true, and it’s funny and it’s beautiful. There was a family of twelve and they were forced off the land. They had no car. They built a trailer out of junk and loaded it with their possessions. They pulled it to the side of 66 and waited. And pretty soon a sedan picked them up. Five of them rode in the sedan and seven on the trailer, and a dog on the trailer. They got to California in two jumps. The man who pulled them fed them. And that’s true. But how can such courage be, and such faith in their own species? Very few things would teach such faith.

            The people in flight from the terror behind—strange things happen to them, some bitterly cruel and some so beautiful that the faith is refired forever.

            —John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath



         
            He’s had more hard luck than most men could stand

            The mines was his first love but never his friend

            He’s lived a hard life, and hard he’ll die

            Black lung’s done got him, his time is nigh

             

            Black lung, black lung, you’re just biding your time

            Soon all of this suffering I’ll leave behind

            But I can’t help but wonder what God had in mind

            To send such a devil to claim this soul of mine

             

            He went to the boss man, but he closed the door

            Well, it seems you’re not wanted when you’re sick and you’re poor

            You’re not even covered in their medical plans

            And your life depends on the favors of man

             

            Down in the poorhouse on starvation’s plan

            Where pride is a stranger and doomed is a man

            His soul full of coal dust till his body’s decayed

            And everyone but black lung’s done turned him away

             

            Black lung, black lung, oh, your hand’s icy cold

            As you reach for my life and you torture my soul

            Cold as that waterhole down in that dark cave

            Where I spent my life’s blood diggin’ my own grave

             

            Down at the graveyard the boss man came

            With his little bunch of flowers, dear God, what a shame

            Take back those flowers, don’t you sing no sad songs

            The die has been cast now, a good man is gone

             

            —Hazel Dickens, “Black Lung” (written for her brother, who died of the disease)
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         Early twentieth-century claims of the first coal barons to arrive in the area near what is today Beckley, West Virginia, a hub of the state’s southern coalfields. (New River Company, 1976)

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

            January 10, 2007

         

         John Cline looked across his kitchen table at a gaunt man with a countenance etched by a life of hard labor. The two had spoken by phone, but now that they were face to face for the first time, the man’s rapidly declining health became apparent. Each breath, it seemed, required more effort than the last. John had heard such strained exertions many times before, and he knew the suffering these sounds signified.

         As each man appraised the other, the faint gray light of a frigid day in the southern West Virginia coalfields fell on the smooth maple top, fashioned by John’s middle son, that adorned the table John’s grandfather had made out of fir. Wind gusted through the patch of land where John and his wife kept a vegetable garden in warmer months. The trees bounding his property to the south had shed their foliage, revealing the precipice preceding the sharp plunge to the Piney Creek Gorge a thousand feet below. In the distance, benches of bare earth lined a stretch of the hillside—the scars of long-finished strip-mining. A railway ran through the gorge, and sometimes when John went for walks in the trails he kept clear behind his house, he still heard the coal trains rumbling through.

         This land of scarred beauty had forged both John and the man now seated in his kitchen, a longtime coal miner named Gary Fox. Though they had started life in different worlds, both had come of age amid the political tumult of the late 1960s and the historic coal miners’ rebellion that had swept southern West Virginia at the time. Both had made lives for themselves and their families here in the heart of Appalachia. And both had spent decades working, straining against setbacks, building something bigger than themselves.

         John was a rarity here in the coalfields: a lawyer who was willing to help coal miners navigate an abstruse legal system in pursuit of modest monthly payments and medical coverage as recompense for the disease that robbed their breath, the old scourge with the disturbingly accurate name “black lung.” Most lawyers wouldn’t touch these cases. They were complex, time-consuming, and fiercely contested; coal companies and their lawyers made sure of that. Success rates were low, and even after a win, a miner’s lawyer had to prevail in yet another round of legal combat against the company to collect fees that barely kept the lights on.

         Yet this was the only type of case John took, the only type he’d ever wanted to take. It was why, a few years earlier, he had gone to law school at age fifty-three and emerged with a load of student debt he would still be paying off long after others his age had retired.

         Law was his fourth vocation. The first three—community organizer, carpenter, and rural medical-clinic staffer—might suggest the incongruous roving of a restless soul, but John saw each of them, as well as his current one, as variations of the same job, which he described as “trying to be of use.”

         Here in the house he’d built with his own hands in a small community on the outskirts of Beckley, the nearest thing to a big city southern West Virginia coal country had, he ran a solo practice. He had no assistants, no secretaries, no paralegals; each case was John versus the coal company. His kitchen was the de facto meeting room, and directly overhead on the second floor was his office, a small space covered in manila folders bearing the names of sick miners or their widows, each file stuffed with legal and medical arcana designed to befuddle and discourage those who couldn’t find a lawyer like John. Spare shelf space held family photos, and on the wall hung a portrait of Mary Harris “Mother” Jones, the labor activist and “miners’ angel” who had adopted West Virginia as her second home. A famous quote of hers was inscribed beside her bespectacled face: Pray for the dead and fight like hell for the living.

         John’s comportment more closely resembled that of his clients than that of his fellow members of the bar. He favored corduroys or jeans and plaid button-downs. His mop of brown-gray hair and soft voice conveyed a certain boyishness. He had the sturdy frame and callused palms of a laborer.

         Gary had found him only through a stroke of luck: a recommendation from a legendary doctor who had been conducting pioneering research into black lung and treating miners for more than forty years at a small clinic in Beckley. John had liked Gary from the first time they spoke on the phone about seven months earlier, but before he agreed to take the case, he needed to gauge whether they would have any shot at winning. Together in John’s kitchen, the two men were now trying to figure that out.

         This was one of the last stages in a system John had set up; the goal was to take as many cases as he could while making sure his one-man operation didn’t get hopelessly overstretched. He typically juggled about fifty cases, their deadlines staggered to avoid everything hitting at once, and each week he fielded about ten more calls from people who hoped he’d represent them.

         When a potential client called, the first step was to explain the peculiar legal gauntlet that miners and widows had to traverse. For the few lawyers like John who even considered helping a miner file for benefits, these preliminary conversations could be taxing, as they often engendered frustration for the caller—not at the lawyer but at the demoralizing realization of how the system for awarding claims functioned.

         The process wasn’t like going to civil court and presenting a case to a jury, and it wasn’t like filing for workers’ compensation. It was somewhere in between, a byzantine administrative system that combined the contentiousness of a multimillion-dollar lawsuit with the lesser payouts of a disability-insurance claim—in other words, the worst of both systems, from a miner’s perspective. The fact that a miner was struggling to breathe because of black lung caused by years of inhaling coal dust didn’t necessarily translate into a win; he had to clear the high bar of proving “total disability.” There were no settlements or partial awards; each case was an all-or-nothing fight to the end.

         After explaining these daunting realities to the caller, John would pull out a piece of paper, run through a list of basic questions, and jot down the answers, with key dates and facts underlined: age, years of mining experience, specific job duties, smoking history, past medical diagnoses or legal claims. Sometimes it was clear from the start that the caller had no case, and John would explain why. But, he’d tell the miner, the disease might worsen, even without any more dust invading the lungs, so keep monitoring it with periodic X-rays and lung-function tests. Don’t hesitate to call back.

         If the basic information pointed to a potentially viable claim, John explained what would happen next. The miner had to fill out forms and submit them to the U.S. Department of Labor, which processed these claims. That would unleash a flood of paper from bureaucrats, companies, insurers, and lawyers, and the miner would have to undergo two different medical exams—one by a doctor chosen by the miner from a government-approved list and one by a doctor chosen by the coal company.

         If the case cleared the first stage—a determination made by a Labor Department claims examiner, who, at the time, turned down about 85 percent of claims—the coal company’s lawyers almost certainly would appeal the decision to an administrative law judge under the Labor Department umbrella. These lawyers would then send copies of the miner’s X-rays, CT scans, lung-function tests, and any other medical records to an established network of impeccably credentialed physicians—including some at renowned institutions—who, for a fee, would review them and submit reports that often poked holes in or outright blew up the miner’s claim. A miner might be able to afford an additional report or two, but the medicolegal arms race was inevitably one-sided. If a judge nonetheless upheld the award of benefits, the company lawyers could appeal to a higher administrative court, then to a federal appeals court, then possibly to the U.S. Supreme Court.

         As the process dragged on, miners sometimes withered and died, leaving their widows to fight on if they could. All of this battling was over monthly payments set by law at just over a third of the salary of an entry-level government employee—in 2007, it was $876.50 for a miner and his wife—plus medical expenses for treatment related to black lung.

         Word had spread through the coalfields that companies would rather spend stacks of cash fighting each case to the bitter end than pay the modest benefits to their former employees. No wonder, then, that many miners didn’t bother with the system or that most lawyers didn’t want to wait for an uncertain payout that might amount to fifteen thousand dollars for five years of work, if they were fortunate.

         John had gone through these daunting realities with Gary when he’d first called in June 2006. Gary wasn’t discouraged; it was just another trial for a man who’d endured more than his share. He had worked in coal mining for more than thirty years, but his breathing had finally gotten so bad that he thought he had no choice but to retire early and file for benefits, he told John. He’d call back when he did.

         John wrote all of this down and stuffed the paper inside a manila folder labeled DOL PHONE CONTACTS. This was where logs of the many calls with potential clients resided until John had enough information to decide whether to take the case. If he eventually did agree to represent the miner, he’d grab a new manila folder, write the client’s name on the cover in black Sharpie, put the phone logs inside, and place this fresh case file among the others, which filled shelves lining the office walls, covered the small sofa by his desk, and spilled onto the steps leading up to a small attic where old case files sat packed in boxes and shoved back in a crawl space.

         Gary called again in November after he’d filed the forms that set the wheels in motion at the Labor Department’s office in the state capital of Charleston, then again in December after he’d been examined by the doctor he’d chosen. Now the paperwork was starting to arrive at the house in Beckley where he and his wife, Mary, lived: a notice that his former employer was contesting his claim, an intimidatingly worded list of twenty-seven questions seeking personal information and medical records dating back decades.

         John took it all down; the phone log grew longer. Gary’s case was not an obvious loser, he thought. It was time they met.

         Now, on this chilly day in January, the two men whose lives and legacies would become intertwined sat together at John’s home in the small community of Piney View, about twenty-five minutes from Gary’s house. They went over the stack of files Gary had brought. These papers supported John’s impression of Gary: He was an extremely sick man. The results of his breathing tests were dismal, and doctors were treating him for what they believed was advanced black lung. Gary’s physique, always lanky, was now all sharp angles. Protuberant tendons accentuated his long neck. A dimple on his left cheek popped below his soft green eyes. He’d shed more than thirty pounds over the past couple of years, despite his efforts to keep the weight on.

         But John also felt a growing sense that something more was going on. It turned out that this was not the first black lung–benefits claim Gary had filed. He had tried in 1999. After a months-long, ultimately fruitless search for a lawyer, he had gone it alone against the company and lost. Poring over the reports from that initial claim, John saw that many of the same facts that underpinned Gary’s current claim had been documented in his previous one. Even then, eight years earlier, doctors had seen evidence of the advanced stage of black lung that, under the rules of the federal program, was supposed to result in an award of benefits. The purpose of these rules was to ensure that miners with this advanced stage got out of the dust immediately, giving them at least a chance to avoid the worst ravages of the disease. In Gary’s case, however, that hadn’t happened.

         Something in Gary’s 1999 claim must have gone very wrong. As John read through the files, he got an idea of what that might be.

         For about fifteen years, John had been trying to unravel what he believed was a systematic scheme to defraud sick miners orchestrated by the law firm of choice for many titans of the coal industry. Sure enough, this was the firm that had found a way to tank Gary’s earlier claim and was now fighting his current one. The case file was filled with reports from the prominent doctors at major national institutions whom the firm frequently enlisted as experts. And all of it was on behalf of one of Appalachia’s biggest and most notorious coal companies, run by a baron often portrayed in critical press accounts as a sort of dark lord of the coalfields.

         John scribbled a note to himself and, when the two-hour meeting was over, tucked it inside a new manila folder with GARY FOX written in black Sharpie on the front. In time, this small slip of paper would spawn multiple motions and reply briefs, decisions and appeals, documents that filled one folder, then another, then another. It would lead to fraught decisions and sleepless nights, elation and disappointment. And all of this would have great implications not just for Gary and his family but also for countless other miners and their families.

         Gary’s fight would be, in many respects, the culmination of a battle that had started forty years earlier, when a historic grassroots uprising had extracted long-overdue promises from the government to virtually eradicate black lung and provide compensation to those already afflicted with it. Despite the significant strides advocates had made over the years, these dual pledges had become a mirage for far too many miners and their widows.

         This had not happened by chance. The coal industry and the elite professionals it enlisted in its cause had systematically undermined the law in courtrooms, legislative chambers, and dusty mine tunnels. Companies had found ways to dodge the rules intended to prevent the disease, and they had persuaded sympathetic lawmakers to gut some of the law’s existing protections and stall or kill proposed improvements. Nationally prominent doctors had found a lucrative market in supplying the reports and testimony that helped doom miners’ claims. And top-notch lawyers had become maestros of the benefits system, adept at orchestrating a cacophonous symphony that left many miners disoriented and that denied them what they were due.

         At the same time, a small but scrappy coalition of advocates from various walks of life—clinic workers, lay representatives, lawyers, doctors, miners—had been fighting back, pushing reforms in the hopes of making the promises of prevention and compensation realities. John had long been a crucial animating force at the heart of this coalition. With his temperament and experience, he found equal comfort and satisfaction in drafting proposed legislative changes, organizing potluck fund-raisers, sparring with coal companies’ lawyers, and traveling to DC with miners to lobby Congress.

         The coalition had achieved some reforms, but the coal industry, with its allies in political office and in the medical and legal communities, had beaten back the most sweeping changes that the miners’ advocates sought.

         Now, Gary seemed to be the embodiment of all the ways that the pledges of disease eradication and fair compensation remained unfulfilled. But John saw something else in Gary. He suspected there was something appalling somewhere in the records of Gary’s case and in his lungs, something that might reverberate well beyond Gary’s individual claim.

         About a week after meeting with Gary, John notified the Labor Department that he was taking the case. Years later, he mused, “I had no idea what I was getting into.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Part One

         

         The breath of a coal miner stricken with advanced black lung disease often has a distinct and haunting timbre. It is a hoarse gasp, a desperate attempt to draw in the oxygen that the body needs to sustain itself, an audible representation of the losing battle being waged every minute of every day inside scarred and shriveled lungs.

         The first time I heard this sound was in the spring of 2011. I was a cub reporter at the nonprofit investigative news outlet the Center for Public Integrity, based in Washington, DC. I had the good fortune to be assigned to a team focusing on the environment, labor, and public health led by editor and reporter Jim Morris. With his beard and shaved head, Jim could come off as gruff, an impression he didn’t discourage, but he had a contagious compassion for working people. He both guided me and left me largely to my own devices—a reporter’s dream.

         I began to learn about a part of America I hadn’t known. I grew up in Tennessee, but I’d been ensconced in a middle-class suburb. Now, reporting on labor, I found myself drawn to gritty industrial towns and rural communities. I spent hours driving around chemical plants and oil refineries, marveling at the mazes of twisting metal and flashing lights. (More than once, this ended with my getting pulled over and questioned by plant security.) I donned comically large coveralls and toured a sugar refinery. But what I found most compelling were the people—factory workers, men and women who’d lost loved ones in accidents, or survivors whose lives had been forever altered. So many of them shared traits that I’d not seen often when writing about other subjects (especially politics): candor, quiet strength, gratitude that someone cared about their stories.

         It was May 2011 when Jim received an embargoed copy of a report on the worst coal-mine disaster in forty years: the 2010 explosion at Massey Energy Company’s Upper Big Branch mine in southern West Virginia that killed twenty-nine men. In coal country, Massey was notorious. The company’s cantankerous, mustachioed CEO, Don Blankenship, was a throwback to a past era of coal barons. Under his leadership, Massey was fabulously productive, but this economic success was accompanied by a prodigious tally of environmental and safety violations. The Upper Big Branch blast was the worst in a series of accidents at the company’s mines.

         The report had been commissioned by the West Virginia governor and written by a team of investigators led by former Mine Safety and Health Administration chief Davitt McAteer. Blankenship had claimed that the explosion was an unforeseeable catastrophe that had resulted from a sudden, unexpected release of methane from the coal seam. McAteer’s report determined that, to the contrary, the disaster was a result of company management’s disregard for basic, time-tested safety practices. The mine wasn’t properly ventilated, leading to a dangerous buildup of explosive gases, the report found, and because the company had allowed coal dust to accumulate, the blast spread quickly throughout the mine.

         “The story of Upper Big Branch is a cautionary tale of hubris,” the report concluded. “A company that was a towering presence in the Appalachian coalfields operated its mines in a profoundly reckless manner, and 29 coal miners paid with their lives for the corporate risk-taking.”

         Jim and I knew that other news outlets had also received an embargoed copy of the report. We assumed that their stories would focus on the findings related to the explosion’s cause, so we discussed whether there was anything noteworthy in the report that other publications might overlook. It turned out that there was: on page 32 out of 120, a seven-paragraph sidebar described a grim discovery that doctors had made when examining the bodies of the miners killed in the blast.

         Of the twenty-nine victims, twenty-four had enough lung tissue for pathologists to examine during autopsies. Of those, seventeen had black lung. The victims ranged in age from twenty-five to sixty-one. This astronomical rate of disease accompanied by the relative youth of some of the miners whose lungs bore the hallmarks of it was “an alarming finding,” the report said.

         Until I read that page, I’d thought, as many Americans probably do, that black lung was a historical relic, the sort of medieval scourge that advances in engineering and medical science surely had eradicated long ago. And in fact, by the twenty-first century, that should have been the case. In 1969, Congress enacted a law imposing tough new limits on the amount of disease-causing coal dust allowed in mine air, a provision that was supposed to have virtually eliminated black lung.

         More than forty years later, however, the centuries-old miners’ curse remained. The law had led to significant improvements, but since the late 1990s, the once-encouraging trend line had flipped: rates of disease had been rising. Government researchers were tracking the resurgence, trying to understand the cause of the dismaying reversal. Worse, as these scientists were documenting, there was an even larger increase in the prevalence of the most severe stage of black lung, and it seemed to be taking a nasty new form, striking younger miners and progressing more quickly.

         This, Jim and I decided, would be the focus of our story. Over a few days, I read up on the disease, the regulatory system, and the recent research. I spoke with doctors who said there was no justification for the continued existence of an entirely preventable ailment, with coal-industry representatives who expressed sympathy for miners but cautioned that enhanced regulation could cripple a vital American industry, and with miners who were the largely unseen victims.

         Singular mine catastrophes—fires, explosions, cave-ins—garnered media attention and prompted reform proposals by lawmakers, but black lung continued to exact a little noticed but much larger toll. Between 1995 and 2004, more than three hundred coal workers died in accidents; meanwhile, black lung claimed about ten thousand.

         I noted all of this in the article that we published when the embargo on the report was lifted, but I had a lingering sense that I had only begun to see the contours of a more far-reaching story. I was slowly being drawn into a world that had captivated many before: the coalfields of central Appalachia, with southern West Virginia at its core. The region possesses a magnetism that defies explanation. It is, alternately, the butt of uninformed jokes and a romanticized embodiment of the American spirit. One of the first explorers to arrive in this rugged territory found it “pleasing tho’ dreadful.” Generations of writers have celebrated its beauty and lamented its poverty.

         Fascinated as I was, though, I didn’t anticipate that I would spend the better part of the next eight years reporting and writing about the men and women who lived and worked in these mountains—their hopes and disappointments, their struggles and triumphs. The revelation contained in that one page from the Upper Big Branch report would lead me to rural clinics where nurses and doctors grappled with an unseen epidemic, to homes tucked in hollows where miners battled breathlessness to make it from their front porches to their mailboxes and dragged oxygen tanks wherever they went. It would lead me to law offices and courtrooms where overmatched but inspired advocates challenged the coal industry in order to secure compensation and medical coverage for ailing miners in a bizarre legal system that had become dizzyingly complex and lopsided, to government offices housing reams of largely unexamined and nonpublic records that, once organized and pieced together, revealed startling injustices. Most important, it would lead me to Gary Fox and John Cline.

      

   


   
      
         
            1

            Gary

         

         Frank Ratcliff was struggling. Just outside the mouth of the Birchfield mine in the heart of the southern West Virginia coalfields, he was straining to load wood posts into a scoop machine that would haul them underground.

         He’d been back on the job for only a few days after a six-week recuperation from hernia surgery. His doctor had urged him to wait at least a couple weeks more before returning to work as a coal miner, but he needed money. Plus, his bosses didn’t look kindly on absenteeism, whatever the reason. On most days he worked as a roof bolter, a skilled position commanding higher pay and respect. He was pretty sure his current cumbersome task was a company-imposed penance for his sin of missing work.

         As the afternoon waned and quitting time for the day shift neared, Ratcliff fumbled and grimaced, flipping the posts over end to end along the ground, advancing them toward the scoop a few feet at a time. Across the yard, some of the men on the evening shift chatted as they waited for their turn to chisel away at the rich black seam below.

         Looking up, Ratcliff saw one of them walking toward him, approaching fast thanks to the long strides that came with his rangy, six-foot-two-inch frame. Ratcliff knew the man, but not well. They’d both started recently at the Birchfield mine. His name was Gary Fox and, like Ratcliff, he was a roof bolter. Gary knew about Ratcliff’s recent surgery; he’d filled in occasionally during Ratcliff’s abbreviated convalescence.

         “You got no business doing this; get out of the way,” Gary said, brushing Ratcliff aside. “I’ll load this for you.” When Gary finished, he carted the posts underground, then worked his own shift.

         “After that,” Ratcliff recalled later, “me and Gary was awful good buddies. I respected him for that. I never forgot it.”

         Both men performed one of the most difficult and dangerous jobs a miner could do. After a machine with a spinning drumhead studded with carbide-tipped teeth chewed through the coal seam, the roof bolter was the first person to venture into this freshly cut area, which, at Birchfield, was usually an opening about twenty feet wide, twenty feet deep, and six feet high. The immense weight of the mountain above had, over millennia, pressed decaying plant matter into an energy-rich black mineral, and those same forces now pressed on the small cavity where the roof bolter set to his task: using a machine to drive metal bolts through rock, pinning together unstable layers to render a cave-in less likely. Only then did the rest of the crew enter the new section; they all depended on the roof bolter to do his job quickly and well. The price of a mistake was measured in crippling injuries or death.

         Gary was, by coworkers’ accounts, a damn good bolt man—“Probably the best I’ve ever seen” in the eyes of one fellow Birchfield miner. In moments of candor, Ratcliff would admit that Gary likely had him beat. Gary was fast and steady, drilling through sandstone or shale with ruthless efficiency, and he never seemed to let up. From time to time, he could be demanding and quick to anger. “He could be hateful,” one coworker recalled. “Not hateful,” he said on further reflection, “just hard. Bolt men work real hard, and they’re particular how you do stuff.”

         Gary’s occasional flashes of frustration passed without lingering effects. In the mines, you pretty much couldn’t hold a grudge; you depended on your colleagues to alert you to the multitudinous dangers. If you spotted a loose hunk of rock on the mine roof and didn’t grab a slate bar and chip it down right then, it’d be on your conscience when it later fell and maimed your buddy. There tended to be a camaraderie of the sort found in foxholes.

         The men shared a certain pride in the job, a notion of the dignity that came with hard work that brought value to the larger society. The fruits of their labors kept the lights on for millions of Americans. Some of the mines in the area yielded the high-grade metallurgical coal used to forge the steel backbones of modern American cities.

         Gary and his coworkers spent more time here in the damp grit of a dusty tunnel than they did with their families. The standard workweek was fifty-four hours—nine-hour shifts Monday through Saturday—but overtime was routine. Shifts often stretched to ten, twelve, or fourteen hours. Many of the men were happy for the extra pay that came with this, but, practically speaking, overtime was not optional.

         Gary and his coworkers had been “Mabenized.” Birchfield was one of a handful of mines under the corporate parent Maben Energy, a company run by a quintessentially West Virginian would-be coal baron named H. Paul Kizer. Raised in a coal camp, Kizer was the son of a coal miner who had died of black lung, and he spent time working in the mines himself. After graduating from Marshall University, where he’d been a lineman on the football team, he held various jobs, including a stint as a federal mine-safety inspector. In the early 1980s, he began acquiring coal mines of his own, and by the time Gary went to work for him in 1987, he had dozens, with around a thousand miners on his payroll.

         Kizer was also at the center of two tabloid-worthy scandals. First, there was the murder charge. A Boone County man had discovered his girlfriend in bed with Kizer, and he’d walloped the coal man. The next day, prosecutors said, Kizer asked an assistant to arrange for a bit of payback, which he’d done. The two-man muscle-for-hire team was supposed to rough up the angry boyfriend, but one of them shot him dead. Kizer’s assistant was convicted of voluntary manslaughter, but a jury acquitted Kizer.

         Then there was his testimony that helped put a former West Virginia governor in prison. Kizer characterized himself as the victim of a shakedown by then governor Arch Moore, who Kizer said had not so subtly implied that if the coal boss wanted his application for a state insurance refund to go through, he’d need to give the governor a 25 percent cut. Acquiescing, Kizer had paid Moore more than five hundred thousand dollars out of his roughly two-million-dollar refund. Moore ended up pleading guilty to five federal corruption-related charges and serving just short of three years behind bars.

         Amid all this, Kizer traveled the coalfields in a company helicopter and sometimes visited his mines. He’d go underground, walk the tunnels, talk to the men. Whatever his public persona, he knew coal mining.i

         “Mr. Kizer was an interesting individual,” said Dale Birchfield, the president of the company that bore his name. (Kizer named numerous Maben Energy subsidiaries for the officials who ran them, Birchfield said.) “They could probably make a movie about him—good things and bad things. But he was certainly good for this area at the time. A lot of people were able to work and stay in their homes because of him.”

         At a time when mining jobs were scarce in the area, Kizer was hiring. Miners who went to work for him quickly learned that keeping that precious job meant doing things the Maben Energy way. The company gave employees bumper stickers that said I’VE BEEN MABENIZED.

         Among the miners at Birchfield, the slogan meant different things to different people. Some proudly put the sticker on their car or truck bumper; it meant they had a job and worked damn hard. Scoop operator Gene Stewart’s take: “Mr. Kizer, I’m thankful that he opened the mines. If it hadn’t been for him, the economy around here would have been a lot worse.”

         To other miners, it was more like a brand on a cow’s hide. Ratcliff’s take: “Paul Kizer owned you, and he pretty well owned your family too. That’s ‘Mabenized’ for you.”

         Whatever else the slogan meant, there was a consensus among the men, a sort of common understanding: If you liked having a paycheck, you worked when and how the company told you and didn’t complain. When Jerry Bailey started at Birchfield, he recalled, a company official told him, “You can make good money, and your wife and daughter will be spending it because you’ll be here all the time.”

         At Birchfield, you had a starting time; quitting time was whenever the boss said. Occasionally, you’d work from sunset to sunrise, go home and get three or four hours of sleep, and head back to work before lunch. If a boss called you at home and asked you to come in, the only correct response was yes. Maben mines were unionized, but given the job scarcity at the time, the company’s miners generally felt the union offered little real protection. Gary Hairston, a union representative who worked at another Maben mine, said that when he filed grievances on behalf of a miner, the company usually responded with threats of retaliation, and the miner almost always ended up dropping his complaint.ii

         To some miners, this was just the way of the world; a person ought to be satisfied with hard work and good pay. Others felt like they were toiling under an iron hand, and they resented it. But economic realities tended to check their otherwise fiercely independent tongues. “If you was lucky enough to get a job and you had a family to feed, you done what you had to do to feed your family, sacrificed your body,” Ratcliff said.

         Gary Fox didn’t complain, but he didn’t put the company’s sticker on the bumper of his truck either. Day after day, he’d climb in the mantrip and take a thirty-minute ride down to the dark caverns where black dust floated everywhere and coated everything. The haze was especially bad for roof bolters like Gary. They had front-row seats for the spectacle of the hulking mining machine ripping through coal, and their own machinery gouged out openings in the mine roof. Sometimes, it was difficult to see through clouds of dust. They’d guzzle water from gallon jugs they lugged underground in an attempt to clear the grit from their throats. Some men wore respirators at times, but the devices were bulky and uncomfortable. They got in the way, might not work right if a man had a beard, and were, at best, an imperfect last line of defense against the thick fog that the machines unleashed.

         After a day underground and another thirty-minute ride on the mantrip, Gary would emerge from the mouth of the mine covered in black dust. Unlike some mines, Birchfield didn’t have a bathhouse, just a changing room with a toilet and a place to hang up soiled work clothes. For much of his six-year tenure with the company, Gary carpooled with scoop operator Stewart and fellow roof bolter Bailey, commuting an hour and a half each way. Lots of workers made similarly long drives to mines tucked in rural hollows; you went where the jobs were, largely at the mercy of both the vagaries of global energy markets and the predilections and ambitious gambles of coal bosses such as Kizer.

         After finishing a shift, Gary and his two riding buddies would meet up at the vehicle of whoever’s turn it was to drive that week. When it was Gary’s, they piled into his black pickup. He had different models over the years but eventually settled on the Toyota Tacoma. He’d buy a cheap one, run the hell out of it, get under the hood himself to keep it going well past its natural life, then start the cycle anew.

         Gary would steer the truck onto the two-lane blacktop of Route 85, entering the rural county’s circulatory system: road, river, and rail line twisting in tandem—arteries bringing metal and men, veins sending fuel and waste. He drove south, tracing the western flank of the Coal River Valley, a sort of inverted V formed by the Big and Little Coal Rivers, which flowed north and converged near the state capital of Charleston.

         The road snaked through densely forested mountains, still tracing the path of the river, which gathered strength from creeks fed by mountain headwaters. Narrow roads shot off alongside these creeks into hollows where people lived in small homes and trailers deep in the mountain’s shadow. For generations, people here had worked the mines, grown potatoes and beans, hunted turkey and deer, and foraged for mulberries, ramps, and ginseng. In small riverside communities, families set aside some of the crops from their vegetable gardens to can for winter, and miners congregated at the general store, identifiable by their dust-covered clothing studded with reflective bands. Belt lines poked out from openings in the sides of mountains, conveying coal to nearby tipples, where it was sorted and loaded into trucks or railcars that rattled through towns.

         On and on, the landscape of the coalfields unfolded before Gary in rhythmic cycles: sugar maples, white oaks, creek; house, church, general store; belt line, coal pile, railyard. It is a region steeped in beauty and blood, an expanse of rugged terrain that is the heart of Appalachia and the embodiment of its contradictions—breathtaking vistas alongside the scars of faded industrialism, a wealth of natural resources but continued isolation and poverty, indefatigable optimism despite a legacy of neglect and repression.

         It’s here where eighteenth-century land speculators staked their claims and clashed with American Indians, where one nineteenth-century prophet of the United States’ manifest destiny saw the work of divine hands in what lay beneath the mountains: immense deposits of coal “scattered by the hand of the Creator with very judicious care, as precious seed, which, though buried long, was destined to spring up at last, and bring forth a glorious harvest.” This bounty helped fuel the Allied victories in World Wars I and II, and it powered the industrialization that brought America prosperity. The riches of the earth and the sweat of the people here helped make the United States a global superpower.

         Yet it’s here where prospectors conned mountaineers out of their share of the riches. Where, in the pursuit of these riches, coal bosses sent thousands to their deaths in one needless disaster after another and dominated every corner of community life like feudal landlords. Where one species of hired gun suppressed resistance on the ground with deadly force and another suppressed it from afar in courts and legislative chambers.

         And still, it’s here where average people have banded together, defied disheartening defeats, and won striking victories with dogged grassroots activism. Because of the allure of southern West Virginia’s buried treasure and its defiant mountaineer ethos, the area has been the scene of historic clashes between rank-and-file agitators and the coal industry that so controlled their lives. Some of the bloodiest battles in the history of American labor have played out here.

         Gary’s commute took him through the mountain towns that, in 1921, had supplied many of the thousands of miners who, in the throes of a bitter unionization drive, had taken up arms and fought in what became known as “the Battle of Blair Mountain.” From Boone County, the miners had marched west for a deadly shootout with about three thousand hired guns and company-aligned volunteers led by the sheriff of neighboring Logan County. By various tallies, anywhere from twenty to fifty men died before President Warren G. Harding sent in federal troops, putting an end to what is often called the largest armed insurrection since the Civil War.

         More than six decades later, these small communities nestled in hollows and valleys were beginning to feel the sting of the Appalachian coal industry’s decline—a trend that would only accelerate in coming years as production continued to shift to surface mines in the West, as fracking yielded a glut of cheap natural gas that increasingly displaced coal as the fuel of choice for power generation, and as market forces and, to a lesser degree, environmental regulations led to the closure of some coal plants, crimping demand. Precipitous declines in coal jobs would hollow out hamlets throughout central Appalachia. Poverty rates would rise. These same communities would be ravaged by a flood of prescription opioids pushed by drug companies and distributors along with a related wave of potent illicit drugs. West Virginia would come to experience the highest rate of overdose deaths in the country, driven in large part by the hard-hit counties of the southern coalfields.

         Navigating the mountainous terrain made for white-knuckle driving even for Gary, who was accustomed to the narrow roads with sharp curves that wound through much of the region. The fastest route home was across Bolt Mountain, a notoriously treacherous trip. The ever-present fog was sometimes so thick Gary could barely see farther than his headlights. Near the summit, which was more than three thousand feet high, hazardous weather conditions were amplified. Two inches of snow at the base could become eight inches at the peak. The two-lane road that had been cut into the mountain offered little room to maneuver around common impediments—falling rocks or the massive coal trucks that made heavy use of the road. “Just getting to work was more dangerous than anything we ever did in the mines,” Stewart said, only half jokingly.

         On these long rides, Gary and his commuting buddies sometimes traded stories, especially about their families; often, the two who weren’t driving would get some much-needed sleep. Back at their meeting place outside Beckley, they’d part ways and head home for a few precious hours of rest or time with loved ones.

         Finally, after at least nine hours underground and three hours on the road, Gary would pass from rural terrain into the commercial landscape of small-town America: all-night diners and fast-food joints, chain hotels and grocery stores. Then into planned communities and cul-de-sacs. And finally, home.

         Inside the two-story house, he would peel off his clothes and place them in a pile separate from the rest of the laundry. Once a week, his wife, Mary, took them to a laundromat; she didn’t want the coal dust clogging up their home washing machine.

         In the shower, he tried to scrub off the finely ground coal dust that had found its way into nearly every cranny and crevice of his body. He had a brush for the dust embedded under his fingernails. In front of the mirror, he pulled at the skin below one eye and, with a towel, wiped away the coal dust that had collected at the lash line. He did the same thing for the top lid, then repeated the process on the other eye. Some men didn’t bother with these thin black rings that folks in the coalfields called “miner’s mascara,” maybe out of laziness, maybe just pride in the job.

         But Gary wouldn’t have it. Mining was his job, not his life. Many men were brimming with stories of underground exploits, and in their spare time, they grabbed beers with work buddies. Not Gary. When he was underground, he was all business; he refused to bring the job home. It wasn’t that he didn’t like the work—he just had more important things to do than rehash the day’s labors. Whatever spare time he did have was spent with Mary and their adolescent daughter, Terri; he wasn’t going to waste that time carrying on about the mines. And he certainly wasn’t going to go out to eat with them looking like he was wearing makeup.

         From the medicine cabinet Gary grabbed pills to loosen the joints in his arthritic hands. His body ached from a lifetime of wounds. While serving in Vietnam, he’d been in a truck accident, and sheet metal had shattered his foot. Falling rock in a mine had crushed his shoulder. His hands locked up from years of drilling metal bolts through layers of sandstone and shale.

         Six days a week, sometimes seven, Gary repeated these rituals in a meticulous attempt to scrub his world of coal dust. But over the years, it had seeped inside him, lodged itself so deeply that there was no scrubbing it away. It was amassing in his lungs, and each day underground added to that load little by little. Gradually, these fine black specks would stain and scar what they touched; specks would reach toward other specks until they coalesced and turned chunks of tissue into useless black masses.

         But Gary was focused on what came with the dust: the best paycheck and health insurance around. In southern West Virginia, the clearest path to earning a good living had long been coal mining. It was coal mining that would allow him to provide the kind of life he had in mind for Mary and Terri.

         His own childhood spurred him on. Mary, unlike his mother, would not have to hustle for work or worry about scraping together the next meal. Terri would go to college, something no one in his family had gotten the chance to do. He’d sworn to himself that, when he had a family of his own, he’d seal them off from a world of worry, want, and black dust. So, every day, he returned to that world himself.

         
              

         

         Coal suffused Gary’s life from the day he was born in 1950. While many Americans were buying new homes in suburbs and TVs to watch Lucille Ball and Joseph McCarthy, the feudal coal-camp system endured in the southern West Virginia town where Gary grew up. Even as the United States emerged from a coal-fired war as a global superpower, Gary’s family continued to strain under a weight that had squeezed the area for more than half a century.

         Gary was the third of four boys born to Edward and Lorraine Fox and raised on the edge of Skelton, a company town that is part of Beckley today. At the time of Gary’s childhood, it was a fading remnant that reflected King Coal’s imprint throughout the region.

         Skelton was the creation of coal baron Samuel Dixon, who had left Yorkshire, England, at age twenty-one in 1877 to pursue the riches of the West Virginia coalfields. He’d arrived at a time when life was changing dramatically in the region. Up to that point, the frontier lifestyle had persisted in many areas. People lived off the crops they could grow and the game they could kill (and maybe a little homemade whiskey they could sell). But a place so rich in resources could evade the gaze of the titans of burgeoning American industrialism for only so long.

         At the start of the twentieth century, the region was undergoing a transformation as outsiders began arriving. Railroads extended their reach here so they could feed the appetite for coal of industrial plants in the East. Land speculators fanned out across the coalfields. These newcomers eventually gave locals a rude introduction to a couple of themes that reappear throughout West Virginia’s history: control of natural resources by capitalists from afar and a tilt in the scales of justice toward these moguls and their top-flight lawyers.

         The land speculators convinced many locals to sell their mineral rights—the fossil fuels that might be beneath their land—for a song. Often, these rights ended up in the hands of out-of-state energy companies. Only later did many locals realize that the “broad form deeds” they had signed also gave these companies the right to get at those minerals however they chose, including by setting up machinery on the land and boring into the earth. Landowners who fought back didn’t have much success, as the courts typically sided with the companies.

         The region was soon teeming with coal camps. Mining families—many of them recent European immigrants, African-Americans making the small step up from Southern sharecropping, and other vulnerable members of society—spent their entire lives under the thumb of the coal company. Children might be born in the company hospital, grow up in a run-down company shack, go to work before their tenth birthday in a company processing plant, toil for decades underground in the company’s mines, and, when their bodies were used up, be buried in a company cemetery. Workers got paid not in cash but in scrip—the company currency, redeemable only at the company store for goods at jacked-up prices that kept the coal-camp denizens in poverty and squalor, perpetually on the verge of starvation.

         Dixon had his eye on the bounty buried near the breathtakingly beautiful New River Gorge. The Chesapeake and Ohio railroad had put these riches within reach when it extended its lines through the gorge. The laying of this track was supposedly the scene of the competition that spawned the legend of John Henry, the steel-driving man who, as the story goes, bested a machine and died with a hammer in his hand. Dixon eventually bought many of the coal deposits in the area and consolidated everything under the umbrella of the New River Company.

         In 1906, Dixon built a three-story mansion on a hill overlooking Skelton, which he’d named after a village in his native Yorkshire. From this perch, he could survey his domain: a town of single-story homes with white siding and metal roofs that the company rented or sold to workers and their families; the tipple; the company store.

         The heavy demand for coal during World War II was a boon for the company and the region, but prosperity didn’t last. After the war, mining jobs grew scarce, and thousands of West Virginians went north in search of work in manufacturing centers such as Detroit and Chicago, some commuting every weekend and others leaving for good. From 1950 to 1970, the state lost 13 percent of its population. The southern coal regions were hit even harder, with some counties losing half of their citizens during this period.

         The hard years came to Skelton around the time Gary was born. The area’s mines sometimes slowed or stopped production temporarily. The New River Company started selling what had been company houses, and scrip became a thing of the past. But the town and the mines limped on.

         The Fox brothers—Ernie, Freddie, Gary, and Jerry, each separated by about two years—barely knew their father, Edward. A longtime coal miner, he died when they were just kids, and even when he was alive, he mostly was laid up in a hospital ward for tuberculosis patients. At the time, many miners with lung disease were diagnosed with TB, and there was little acknowledgment among doctors—especially coal-company doctors—that the real cause, or at least a contributing factor, was the men’s jobs. The brothers always suspected their father’s death had a lot to do with the dust he inhaled for years underground.

         Lorraine found a way to scrape by, eking out a living and raising the boys more or less on her own. She worked as a maid for better-off people in the area and always managed to put food on the table and keep the boys in decent clothes. It might be bean soup for three nights in a row and hand-me-down shirts, but the brothers learned not to complain. “I don’t know how she done it,” Ernie recalled. “I saw her not eat so everybody else could.”

         The family had an up-close view of the industry in action every day. When they looked out their window, they saw the company’s tipple, a tall wooden structure where coal was loaded onto railcars. Interspersed around the area were piles of coal and rock and the portals that led to underground tunnels. There was hardly a place in town where coal hadn’t left its stain.

         “Everything was black,” said Jerry, the youngest Fox brother. The coal dust blew over from the tipple or off the piles and coated homes, clothes, whatever it touched. Lorraine didn’t have the luxury of a washer or dryer, so she hung wet clothes in the backyard and hoped the wind wouldn’t change direction. If it did, “you’d have to do your washing over,” said Earl Waddell, who’d lived near the Fox family.

         The brothers spent much of their childhood outside, playing football or baseball or wandering through the woods behind the house. The neighborhood kids played together, sometimes atop a dusty pile of waste rock from the mines. “We were running around all snotty-nosed and black as coal and didn’t realize we didn’t have nothin’,” Waddell said. “We were happy just playing and carrying on.”

         When the mines had temporary halts in production, the Fox boys occasionally ventured into the portals to get a glimpse of the tunnels. Even as kids, though, they had a healthy respect for the hazards. “You don’t mess with anything down there,” Jerry said. “You know that there’s danger there somewhere.”

         When the brothers were teenagers, their mother remarried, and they got two older stepbrothers along with a stepfather who worked on power lines for the local electrical company. It was in high school, Ernie remembered, that he and his brothers started to realize that other families were better off. They noticed little things—their classmates had nicer clothes and money to go out to eat.

         The Fox brothers, especially Gary, dived into work; college wasn’t really an option. “You grow up and you don’t have nothing to speak of, it kind of drives you,” Ernie said. Ernie worked his way up to a spot as a manager at a farm-supply store. Freddie participated in the government-backed program Job Corps, learning a variety of skills and working as a mechanic and a carpenter. After a few years in mining, he worked odd jobs. Jerry started out driving a truck and managing a warehouse for a lumber company, then he went into business by himself, building decks and doorways for houses and selling furniture and crafts.

         Gary was particularly eager to get to work. He dropped out of high school, though he eventually earned a GED. In 1968, he got a job at Burger Boy Food-O-Rama, a popular joint selling fifteen-cent hamburgers. The following year, he started at the Acme grocery store. He was making money, building for the future. Once he’d begun working, he wouldn’t stop until he had to, in the final years of his life.

         
              

         

         On Memorial Day weekend of 1969, students from Beckley College unwound at their usual drinking haunt, the Rathskeller. Mary Lynn Smallwood was two years too young to be there—she was sixteen—but her older sister, Gloria, had sneaked her in. Gloria and her friends, all of them classmates at the college, had a dare for the tagalong: Go steal the pitcher of beer sitting in front of that guy across the bar.

         Mary was game, and she walked over and gave it a shot. The guy stopped her. “If you want to drink this beer,” he said, “you’re going to have to sit here and drink it with me.”

         She did. He was “tall, slim, and good-looking,” Mary thought. He introduced himself: Gary Fox.

         They got to talking, and they didn’t stop for hours. “From that time on, they were Mutt and Jeff,” recalled Richard Roles, who was dating Gloria at the time and later married her. Gary and Mary often went on walks hand in hand, Gary standing about a foot taller than Mary.

         At the Smallwoods’ home in Beckley, Gary became a fixture. The patriarch of the family, Wallace, was a mechanic and foreman at a dairy company; he died not long after Mary and Gary started dating. Mary’s mother, Frankie, raised six children, three from a previous marriage and three with Wallace: Gloria, then Mary, then John.

         Frankie immediately took a liking to Gary. “Gary was her pride and joy,” Gloria said. “My mother would have done anything for him.” She wasn’t sure why; there was just something quietly endearing about the clean-cut young man and his curiously chivalrous courtship of Mary.

         “There wasn’t a time that we went out that he didn’t bring me something,” Mary remembered with a smile. “Flowers, stuffed animals—even if it was just a small pack of chewing gum, he never showed up at my house without bringing me something.”

         Activities included the usual small-town fare. There was an ice-skating rink, a Dairy Queen, and a drive-in movie theater. Teenagers would climb up onto the roof of the Freewill Baptist church nearby and get a glimpse of the film. (“Actually, we watched everybody making out,” Gloria confessed, laughing.) Mary and Gary enjoyed spontaneous adventures, but they were also content simply being in each other’s company. Taciturn with just about everyone, Gary found a confidante and companion in Mary. “We could just sit and talk,” Mary said. “Or we didn’t have to talk. We would just sit. But we was always together.”

         Their budding relationship, however, soon faced a complication. In March 1970, at age nineteen, Gary was drafted and shipped to Fort Jackson, South Carolina, where he learned to fight and shoot an M16. A few months later, he was in Vietnam driving a truck for the army. He wrote home to his mother and exchanged letters regularly with Mary. “She’d go to the post office all the time,” Mary’s brother John remembered.

         After being overseas for almost a year, Gary was in a truck accident, and sheet metal crushed his foot. The injury was so bad that the army brought him home and sent him to Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Washington, DC. There, doctors surgically realigned the fractured bones in his foot and inserted metal rods. After a two-month stay to recuperate, he returned to Beckley, still in a cast and on crutches. He would receive a few medals for his service and an honorable discharge.

         He and Mary picked up right where they’d left off, but she noticed something had changed in him, something that would endure for decades. “When he came back, he was a little disturbed. Seeing all that killing and stuff,” Mary recalled. “His attitude toward things changed. He was just hostile, like he didn’t know how to laugh. He was so calm and everything before he went over. It changed him.” Gary’s brothers saw it too, but he wouldn’t discuss what had happened in the Southeast Asian jungles with anyone—not Mary, not his mother, not his brothers—for years.

         Still, Gary and Mary resumed their inseparability, and less than a year after Gary returned home, they got married in a small ceremony at the church whose roof offered teenagers a view of movies and necking lovebirds. They chose the date with deliberation: May 25, 1972—just before Memorial Day weekend, almost three years to the day after Mary took the beer-pitcher dare and met the man she’d love for the rest of her life.

         Gary had gone back to work at the Acme grocery when he’d returned from Vietnam. Before long, he began driving a truck for various companies, from Coca-Cola to local oil, concrete, and lumber businesses. Mary started at Beckley College but didn’t finish. She worked a few jobs off and on. The young couple lived in a trailer on the outskirts of Beckley. Money was tight. Gary was thinking about building a family. He wanted to have a child, buy a home, and supply all the comfort and opportunity that had been out of his reach when he was growing up. All of that would be hard to do on trucking wages. So in 1974, he decided to go underground.

         Mary didn’t know much about mining at the time. No one in her family had done it. She just knew what everyone else in the area did: “You couldn’t beat the insurance or the pay around here.” Only later did she learn what went on deep in the earth, all the things that came with that paycheck and insurance coverage. “If we knew, would he have worked in the mines in the first place, if we knew? No,” she reflected. “I don’t care what we’d had. No, it’s not worth your life. The suffering that you do, and there’s nothing they can do for you.”

         
            Footnotes

            i H. Paul Kizer died in 2017, so I was unable to speak with him.

            ii The president of Birchfield Mining at the time, Dale Birchfield, said that the company did not punish miners if they declined extra work. Usually, he said, miners volunteered to work overtime, happy for the additional pay. He also said that as far as he knew, the company did not retaliate against employees for filing grievances.
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            The Mines

         

         The American coal industry has a virtually unmatched record of death, disease, and destruction, and for more than a century, many of King Coal’s worst excesses have been concentrated in central Appalachia, with southern West Virginia at its core.

         The essence of a coalfield adage dating to the industry’s early days, when mules hauled out of the mine what men had extracted, has remained true for generations of miners: “Coal operators always cared more for the mules than the men. A man they just paid for the work he did; a mule they had to buy.”

         The hard-won, incremental reforms achieved by miners and their allies over the decades since have been battles in the ongoing war to put the man on par with the mule in the eyes of company bean counters. Make the companies pay for a portion of the damage their jobs wrought on men’s bodies, and they’d take a bit more interest in preventing that damage in the first place. Or so the thinking has gone. But coal companies have proved endlessly adaptive, adept at wriggling out of one legal vise after another.i

         Anyone who buys the stereotype of the simple-minded mountaineer who must make his living with brute labor because he is incapable of more high-minded pursuits surely hasn’t spent much time talking with coal miners. Yes, the work is backbreaking, but it also demands a wealth of knowledge, keen intuition, and skill. The miner is, in essence, part geologist, part engineer, and part all-purpose handyman with at least a passing familiarity with principles of aerodynamics and hydrology. The self-effacing miner describes all of this as simply “running coal.” But the job is anything but simple, and the conditions are almost unfathomable to the uninitiated. The miner may earn his pay with the sweat of his brow, but he survives by the acuity of his wits.

         For the underground miner, the possibility of death or crippling injury is ever present, and in few workplaces are there so many different ways death might come. At any given moment, the miner could be asphyxiated, crushed, drowned, burned alive, or blown up. Though surface mines account for the greater share of production in the United States today, underground mines employ more workers.

         The underground miner goes to work in the middle of a layer cake, each layer telling the story of a past epoch in the Earth’s history. Descending through sheets of sandstone and shale, the miner is traveling back in time to those precious eras when plants died in conditions that forestalled decomposition, allowing them to retain much of the solar energy they’d captured. Over millennia, layer after layer piled atop, pressing down and squeezing the layer of plants into the black rock that humans later discovered and burned to release the trapped energy that has powered the modern world.

         The techniques people developed to extract this precious mineral were often crude. For hundreds of years, mining amounted to little more than hacking at the layer of coal with sharp tools and blasting it with explosives. In the United States, methods remained surprisingly rudimentary well into the twentieth century.

         As mining boomed in Appalachia, starting in the late 1800s, the dominant method of removal was room-and-pillar, and the technique remains one of the two primary approaches to underground mining today. After the company bored a hole in the earth and reached the coal seam, miners pushed forward in parallel, hollowing out an organized network of tunnels. Each miner got a “room”: an opening that might be twenty feet wide and was only as high as it needed to be. The thickness of a coal seam varies, and companies didn’t want to waste time cutting out the rock above and below it. As a result, a miner might spend the day standing in a six-foot-high opening or crawling in a three-foot-high opening, a rite of passage known as working in “low coal.”

         In that room, the miner attacked the untouched seam, an area called the face. During the late 1800s and early 1900s, this meant cutting a few feet of coal from the base using a pick, drilling holes in the face, and inserting explosives. The miner then retreated to relative safety to detonate the blast, and if the undercutting worked, the coal would shatter and fall. Finally, he’d shovel the coal into cars to be hauled out of the mine.

         In the early 1900s, a miner might earn about two dollars on a good day. Heii had to buy most of his own tools, and the company paid him only for the weight of the coal he produced. If his car had “dirty” coal—a load containing some waste rock—the company docked his pay. The company also wouldn’t pay him for his time performing what many miners called dead work—the tasks that kept the mine in working order and kept the miner alive. As the miner moved forward, chipping and blasting away at the face a few feet at a time, he had to do something to prevent the increasingly unstable roof from caving in. So he set up wood beams, hoping this would hold off the weight of the mountain above, the same pressure that had squeezed plant matter into the black rock he was removing. It was a little like siphoning out the fudge in the middle of a layer cake and hoping a few toothpicks would keep the whole thing intact.

         After a bit of progress, the miner cut an opening in the side of the room, connecting the area where he was working with that of the man advancing in parallel in the next room over. What was left behind were pillars of coal to support the roof. Thus, the grid of rooms and pillars emerged. Often, after a company finished with an area, it would have miners remove the pillars on the way out, lest any of the coal go to waste. As miners retreated, they allowed the roof to collapse behind them in a sort of controlled cave-in—a precarious practice still used in some mines today that has often proved deadly.

         By the 1940s, many mines had upgraded their equipment, replacing picks and shovels with machines that undercut the coalface and loaded and hauled away the spoils. Some miners worried technological advances would put them out of a job, but the opposition to mechanization received a death blow in the 1950s when powerful new machines called continuous miners appeared on the scene. A worker could drive this behemoth up to the coalface and use its spinning drumhead lined with drill bits to rip through the seam at a pace once unthinkable. The United Mine Workers embraced the new technology, and production skyrocketed.

         But while technology brought stunning advances in production, it didn’t bring comparable advances in safety and health. Miners continued to die at an alarming clip.

         There is, of course, an inherent danger to the work. Aside from a full-fledged cave-in, huge chunks of rock can break loose and cause crippling or fatal injuries. Underground water sources can burst into and flood a tunnel. Miners know well the three deadly gases: choke damp, also known as black damp (carbon dioxide); white damp (carbon monoxide); and fire damp (methane). The first slowly robs the mine air of oxygen, causing suffocation. The second poisons the miner by preventing oxygen from reaching the tissues. The third is perhaps the most feared; as methane seeps from coal seams, it can fuel massive explosions. Another fuel for fires and explosions is the coal itself; blasting and gouging at the face produces tiny dust particles that are themselves combustible. In a nightmare scenario, the two fuels team up: a spark triggers a methane explosion, the blast wave lofts accumulated dust into the air, and a wall of flame races through the network of tunnels, feeding off the tiny coal particles as it goes.

         Over the years, Gary Fox suffered a few injuries, but he managed to avoid the deadly accidents that claimed the lives of some of his coworkers. In the two years before Gary took his first mining job at Itmann Coal Company, which was owned by the industry-leading Consolidation Coal Company, there were ten deaths at the complex of a few mines where Gary would work. Three men were crushed by falling rock, two were struck by equipment, and five died in a methane explosion. The blast victims ranged in age from twenty-four to forty-four and left behind five wives and seven children. While Gary worked at Itmann, two more miners died after being hit by machinery. A year after Gary started at Maben Energy’s Birchfield mine, a roof fall killed a thirty-three-year-old miner.

         As a roof bolter, Gary had to train his eyes and ears on the roof and intuit what the mountain was telling him. He listened for faint creaking or popping sounds, though the hum and grind of the machinery usually made it hard to hear much. He watched for “workin’ top”—small pieces of rock dribbling off, cracks forming. Bolt men were especially wary of “kettle-bottoms.” These fossilized remnants of tree stumps fell out in one big, deadly hunk, leaving behind a space in the roof that looked like an inverted kettle. For a few months during Gary’s time at the Birchfield mine, the crew bored through the earth below a river, and water dripped ominously from cracks in the roof. Sometimes, when Gary drilled an opening in the top, a geyser shot down into his face. He’d spend the entire shift in water up to his waist, and when he emerged outside on cold days, his work pants froze. By the time he made the short walk to the changing room, his body was half Popsicle.

         Among miners, there has long been an acceptance of risk, almost a pride in it. Just as the region’s early inhabitants managed to survive in a landscape too unforgiving for many settlers, coal miners earned their living in a workplace so harsh, only the hardy could last. Some have always been convinced that there’s no way to operate a coal mine without occasional accidents and a constant haze of disease-causing dust—or at least, no way to operate it profitably. Many mine owners have been more than happy to nurture that belief, and they’ve found pencil-pushing bureaucrats who don’t know the first thing about coal mining to be an easy target, right up there with the environmentalists hell-bent on shutting down every mine in the country.

         But the dangers of mining are hardly as unpredictable or impossible to address as many coal operators have led the public to believe. Some of the remedies that lessen the risk are well known and fairly simple—setting up roof supports, keeping plenty of air flowing to ventilate the tunnels, spreading dust from rocks that aren’t combustible to nullify the coal dust. But doing these things takes time—time that miners aren’t producing coal.

         Many of the worst disasters in the long record amassed by the industry have resulted not from acts of God but from failures of men. The toll of preventable catastrophes is staggering. More than one hundred thousand miners have died in coal-mine accidents in the United States since 1900. The worst of these came at Monongah, West Virginia, in 1907, when an explosion killed three hundred and sixty-two. The number of deaths each year didn’t dip below one thousand until 1946.

         But even this record of violent death pales in comparison with the toll from the disease that slowly steals miners’ breath. For the poor souls taken by this scourge, there are no news stories commemorating the anniversary of their sacrifice, no public apologies to grieving widows, no rallying cries of “Never again!” They simply suffocate in a slow-motion disaster that plays out over years in homes tucked deep in mountain hollows. They are trapped in that moment just before death when a miner hears the crackle of coal dust igniting and realizes he is powerless to escape the flames. For the diseased miner, this moment is slowed to a crawl, advancing by torturous milliseconds month by month, year by year. The quick deaths of lost coworkers from a fireball, blast wave, or falling slate can start to seem merciful.

         The response to this plague by many coal companies and some in the medical and legal professions has been nothing short of a national disgrace.

         
              

         

         In 1831 a doctor in Scotland named James C. Gregory sliced into the chest of a dead coal miner and was struck by what he saw: the man’s lungs were almost entirely black, and they contained large cavities filled with black fluid. The miner had been a patient of Gregory’s who had come seeking treatment for terrible chest pain and shortness of breath. Gregory wrote up a case study arguing that the reason for his patient’s respiratory problems was the coal dust he’d inhaled on the job.

         Across the Atlantic, in Pennsylvania coal country, Dr. John Carpenter reported similar findings to colleagues in the county medical society in 1869, and others in the United States followed with further reports. At the 1881 annual meeting of the Colorado State Medical Society, physician and president of the society H. A. Lemen presented a paper on a patient, a longtime coal miner, who coughed up a pint of inky black liquid each day. To drive the point home, he announced to the audience: “The sentence I am reading was written with this fluid. The pen used has never been in ink.”

         This coal miners’ curse was so well known that it even seeped into popular culture. In French author Émile Zola’s 1885 novel Germinal, the protagonist, a young man, arrives in a coal-mining town and meets an old miner who struggles to carry on a conversation amid coughing fits: “When finally, with one deep rasping scrape of the throat, he had finished coughing, he spat by the foot of the brazier, and the earth turned black.” When the young man asks the miner if he’s hacking up blood, the old man replies: “It’s coal…I’ve got enough coal inside this carcass of mine to keep me warm for the rest of my days. And it’s five whole years since I was last down the mine. Seems I was storing it up without even knowing.”

         By the early 1900s, there was broad recognition within much of the medical community that a distinct and deadly disease was afflicting coal miners. The symptoms were well documented: chronic coughing that sometimes produced black sputum, ever-worsening breathlessness. So was the pathology: blackened, scarred lung tissue. Articles and textbooks situated the disease within a family of illnesses called pneumoconioses, which were caused by breathing various kinds of dust—in this case, coal. And doctors recognized that it was common among miners and that the damage it wrought appeared to be irreversible.

         But government agencies in coal-mining states and at the federal level largely balked at supporting the kind of research that could have yielded a definitive understanding of how the disease worked and how prevalent it was. Meanwhile, there was little progress made in response to some medical professionals’ calls for controlling the amount of dust miners had to breathe. State and federal agencies often viewed it as their job to promote the industry’s economic prosperity, and inspectors with limited authority tended to focus on preventing explosions and other well-known calamities, not on the slow death of dust disease.

         Miners might not have been versed in the burgeoning medical literature, but it seemed quite clear to them that their breathing problems were caused by the dust they sucked in day after day. Yet for the most part, they were left to fend for themselves. People living in coal towns throughout Appalachia often had little choice of how to earn a living. Many started as breaker boys, some of them as young as eight, separating the waste rock from the coal in a dust-filled processing plant. Over the years, a boy could work his way up the ladder to better-paying jobs—tending the doors that regulated ventilation to the mine, leading the mules that hauled cars loaded with coal, and, by his twenties, mining the coalface, the highest rung reachable for most. If he was lucky and escaped fatal or career-ending accidents, he could work in this position for years. But the descent back down the wage ladder was almost inevitable. Age and disease sapped productivity, and the miner found himself demoted to the lesser-paying jobs he’d done before. Eventually, he might end up back as a breaker boy, pulling down the meager wages he had as a child. An 1884 folk song captured the indignity: “It’s twice a boy and once a man, is a poor miner’s life.”

         Health benefits and pensions were almost nonexistent. Miners tried to stick it out for as long as they could, many turning to folk remedies. Some men wore handkerchiefs to cover their mouths or chewed tobacco, thinking this would catch the dust particles. Tradition held that the best way for a man to clear the dust out of his system was to drink a shot of whiskey with a beer chaser. Merchants peddled nostrums that often contained some mixture of liquor and herbs.

         Then, despite what appeared to be a growing consensus in the early decades of the 1900s that inhaling coal dust could be harmful, something remarkable happened: The disease seemed to vanish. Some coal companies and industry-aligned doctors mounted a sustained disinformation campaign during much of the first half of the twentieth century that proved quite effective.

         Their main strategy was to attack the cause of this supposed disease, which went by a variety of names, including miners’ asthma and anthracosis. Unlike some types of dust that were recognized as agents of illness in workers, coal dust was “relatively harmless,” a pair of prominent radiologists wrote in a 1926 monograph.

         Sure, coal dust might blacken miners’ lungs and sputum, but that didn’t mean it was doing any harm. In fact, companies and doctors contended, a bit of coal dust might actually be a blessing in disguise. Repeating a common claim, Illinois physician M. C. Carr wrote in a 1905 article published in the Journal of the American Medical Association that coal miners were “practically immune from tubercular infection.” In 1915, the industry publication Coal Age proclaimed that “the atmosphere of the mine is now vindicated even though its healthfulness has not yet been extolled.” The same year, the magazine published an article titled “The Long Life of Coal Miners” and a third piece that contended, “There are no healthier men anywhere than in the mining industry.”

         If any miners really were sick, there was some other cause. Maybe it was booze or tobacco. Maybe it was laziness or a weak-minded “fear of the mines.” Responding to a 1901 paper that found widespread illness among miners, one industry official maintained, “There is nothing in mining that makes it insanitary, and any insanitary conditions which may exist are doubtless closely related to the rum shop.”

         The second part of this deflection strategy was to blame everything on a different type of dust: silica. The mineral is commonly found in the quartz that pervades layers of rock in the Earth’s crust, and its dust can cause the disease known as silicosis. Silica dust has long been recognized as a serious danger to workers in a range of industries, from mining and quarrying to construction and manufacturing. By scapegoating silica, the industry largely avoided addressing the amount of coal dust in the mine air and effectively made it impossible for most coal miners to qualify for workers’ compensation.

         For its part, the federal government did little to correct the record or protect the hundreds of thousands toiling underground. In the 1920s, the U.S. Public Health Service conducted a series of studies that found high rates of respiratory disease in coal miners, and some of them pointed to coal dust as the cause. But many of the key findings remained under wraps or were softened at the insistence of coal companies or officials at the Bureau of Mines, the federal agency that was charged with policing mines but that lacked enforcement authority and had a reputation as more of a cheerleader for the industry. The research that did make its way into the medical literature did little to dislodge the view that coal dust was benign.

         In the 1930s and 1940s, a reinvigorated United Mine Workers union took the fight to the political arena, pushing for state compensation laws. But here, too, the industry’s disinformation campaign proved effective. The laws that states including West Virginia passed allowed compensation only for silicosis.

         While delay and denial reigned in the United States, major advancements were happening in Great Britain. Doctors there began amassing evidence of a disease separate from silicosis, and the government commissioned a large-scale study of Welsh coal miners. The results, published in 1942, identified a distinct and disabling disease—coal workers’ pneumoconiosis—caused by coal dust alone. The next year, the government enacted a law that made miners with this ailment eligible for workers’ compensation.

         It would take another twenty-five years for the United States to reach this same point, and change would come only after rank-and-file miners themselves rose up and demanded it.

         
            Footnotes

            i Representatives of the industry’s primary trade group, the National Mining Association, declined my requests for an interview about the many issues, both historical and contemporary, raised throughout this book. “We disagree with the premise of your book, which appears to be already fixed,” a spokesperson said.

            ii The use of masculine pronouns throughout this book is not meant as a slight to the women who work in the mining industry. Rather, it is an attempt to avoid awkward and confusing syntax and reflect the fact that the workforce in underground mines has long been predominantly male. A 2012 government survey estimated that about 96 percent of coal miners were male. Well into the twentieth century, some states had laws barring women from working underground. Nonetheless, many women have proven themselves in the mines, and in numerous bitter labor strikes, miners’ wives have been the driving force on picket lines, persisting amid hardship and winning concessions. Since the 1970s, the number of female miners has increased, as women have in many cases overcome discrimination and harassment.
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            John

         

         The man in the photograph looked directly into the camera lens, fixing readers of the Fayette Tribune with a gaze that was intense but somehow unthreatening, almost playful. His sandy-brown hair, parted in the middle, fell just over his ears. He wore blue jeans and a sweater-vest over a plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and he sat in a rolling chair with his hand resting on the edge of his desk. In the background, papers, binders, and file folders filled the small office he shared with a coworker.

         Above the picture, the headline read “John Cline—the Miner’s Friend.” The photo was taken by a retired coal miner who had become a skilled photographer and avid chronicler of the area’s coal heritage. His wife, herself the daughter of a coal miner, had written the accompanying article, which described the work John was doing in this basement office of a rural community health clinic.

         The New River Health Association was an oasis in a medical desert. Tucked against a hillside creek in the sleepy coalfield town of Scarbro, the clinic was named, like so many things in the area, for the nearby waterway that had carved one of the longest and deepest gorges in all of the Appalachian Mountains. The facility sat within what had once been the domain of the New River Company; it had used the land where the clinic now stood as a place to dump waste rock. Coal baron Samuel Dixon had named Scarbro for a town in his native Yorkshire, England, just as he had with Skelton, the company town a few miles south where Gary Fox had grown up.

         The main branch of the clinic was a much-needed source of primary care for people in the area. It had a sliding scale of fees based on income and family size, and it didn’t turn away those who couldn’t pay at all. The clinic basement was home to the New River Breathing Center, one of a few sites spread across coal-mining states that received a federal grant to diagnose and treat working and retired miners with black lung.

         The reputation of the breathing center had filtered out along coalfield grapevines: Folks there, it was said, were on the coal miners’ side. They wouldn’t look down on you on account of the way you dressed and talked, probably because lots of people who worked there were themselves the daughters, sons, sisters, or brothers of coal miners. Coal miners practically ran the place. They’d helped start the clinic, and they made up a large portion of its board.

         Miners traveled to the breathing center from all over West Virginia; some even came from Virginia and Ohio. They didn’t just want to know how their lungs were; if the tests showed impairment, they wanted help trying to win benefits payments. That was what many doctors balked at doing, not wanting any part of the legal mess. The staff at New River didn’t have those qualms. In fact, that was exactly what John had been hired to do, and he’d taken to the task with alacrity.

         John’s title was benefits counselor. The job called for what the nurse who supervised him dubbed “cross-training”—a little medicine, a little law. John had possessed no expertise in either, but he’d been happy to learn. He’d gotten certified to perform the breathing tests used to detect impaired lung function, and he’d learned on the job how to help a miner file a benefits claim. He had developed a certain medicolegal fluency and an easy rapport with the miners who came into the clinic. Spirometry—which evaluated pulmonary function—could be a downright unpleasant test, especially for someone with dust-laden lungs, so John liked to start by explaining exactly what was being measured and why it was necessary. It tended to defuse any tension.

         “One of the main things our lungs do,” he’d begin, “is take air in and get it back out, like a bellows. But coal dust can choke off that flow. We need to know how much air your lungs can get in and out and how fast.” He’d nod to the machine in front of them in the small exam room and say, “That’s what this measures.”

         John then had the miner blow as hard as possible into a tube. As the air flowed from the tube into the main apparatus, a cylinder rose up, lifting a pen that was marking the changes on graph paper attached to a rotating drum. After a few repetitions of this, John would show the miner the arc of his breath and explain what it meant. A sharply rising arc was a good sign; a nearly flat arc meant the miner could barely blow out a candle. John would run some calculations by hand to get a few scores.

         Sometimes, the news was good—the scores were in the normal range; the miner should come back in a couple of years for another check-in. If the news was bad, John might offer to set up an appointment with the clinic’s doctor and help the miner file a benefits claim. When John had started at the clinic, that usually meant a claim under an occupational-disease program that was part of West Virginia’s workers’ compensation system; it offered lump-sum payments based on how disabled someone was and allowed for further payments if later tests showed worsened breathing problems. These payments, however, weren’t a long-term solution for miners who were permanently disabled.

         Under the state system, it was difficult for miners to qualify for the ongoing payments that came with a finding of total disability, and even if a miner cleared that high bar, the payments eventually would end. The better option for miners who became so ill they could no longer work was the federal black lung–benefits program. If a miner could prove he was totally disabled by black lung, he was entitled to monthly payments and coverage for medical care related to the disease for the rest of his life, and if he died, his widow could qualify to continue receiving payments.

         The federal program, however, was contentious and complicated. It was a coalfield axiom that to win, “you gotta have one foot in the grave.” John would help a miner file a federal claim if he wanted to, but not many did. Even in these cases, John’s job as a benefits counselor was to help get the claim started and maybe provide some guidance along the way. Getting more involved in what could be a lengthy, intricate legal process seemed prohibitively time-consuming, not to mention a little crazy. A bit of cross-training wasn’t preparation for a marathon.

         John’s plate was already so full, it had become a sort of running joke among the other clinic staffers. “He would leave work, and I would tell whoever I was with, ‘Watch, he’ll be back in a minute,’” said coworker Susie Criss. “You could go, ‘Five, four, three’—he would run back in because there was something else he wanted to take care of before he left. He would do that about three times before he would actually pull out of the parking lot.”

         Yet he somehow never seemed to be in a hurry. He sometimes picked up patients, drove them to the clinic, then took them back home again. He encouraged them to call him anytime about anything, whether it was a health problem or a family issue. One retired miner occasionally caught a ride with John just for the companionship. He didn’t have much money and sometimes would ask John to file a benefits claim for him. John had to explain each time that his breathing-test scores simply didn’t qualify; there was no point. Still, John liked him, and when he’d show up at the clinic selling honey from the bees he kept at his home, John always bought a jar.

         John craved social interaction. As a kid walking home from school, he’d sometimes stop at the local pub, sidle up to the bar, and order a water just so he could chat with the bartender. Because of his soft and deliberate manner of speaking, John could seem almost shy at first. Really, though, he was choosing his words with care; it was almost as if he were analyzing his thoughts as he had them.

         George Bragg, a retired miner who joined the board of the New River clinic, noticed John’s interactions with miners and assumed John was a local, probably the son of a coal miner. John’s boss, Brenda Halsey Marion, knew John’s background. The Cline family was middle-class, from the Northeast, and white-collar. Whatever drove John was something different.

         “He could relate for some reason to the blue-collar worker,” said Marion, herself the granddaughter and niece of miners. “He could relate to people from the coal camps that didn’t have much, trying to bring up kids, not much money, not much of a house or supplies. For some reason, he had that, and if you ever met his dad or his mom, you would understand.”

         
              

         

         John’s path to Appalachia began in Queens, New York. His parents, Crawford and Catharine, had met through their work at American Airlines, and they had John in 1945. Crawford soon took a job in Washington, DC, and the family lived in a nearby Virginia suburb. Before long, John had two younger sisters, Ann and Cathi.

         These big cities weren’t really home, though. John’s father had moved for work, but much of his family remained in East Aurora, a village in western New York, near Buffalo. John was a boy of five when his father decided they were moving back there.

         East Aurora was, in many respects, a quintessential slice of small-town America, and it largely still is. Even today, visitors can stroll down Main Street, pop into the crowded five-and-dime for some sponge candy, catch a show at the single-screen movie theater with a marquee of neon lights, or head over to Wallenwein’s restaurant and bar to try the area’s signature delicacy: beef on weck (sliced roast beef on a kummelweck roll, a bun seasoned with salt and caraway seeds). The toy company Fisher-Price was born here, and its headquarters remain today. Annual traditions such as the Kiwanis Club’s chicken barbecue have endured for decades, and the community theater group is one of the country’s oldest.

         John’s paternal great-grandfather came to East Aurora in the early 1900s. A Baptist minister from Canada, he laid down the family’s American roots. One of his children, John’s grandfather Herbert, married a woman from a local farming family, and he managed a few area businesses and served as a member of the village board and president of the Kiwanis Club. He also had his own woodworking shop, and John’s periodic visits exposed him to the craft that generations of Cline men had practiced.

         The other side of the family tree was of similar stock. John’s maternal great-grandfather, James Byron Brooks, fought for the Union in the Civil War, then earned degrees from a Methodist seminary, Dartmouth College, and Albany Law School. Settling down in Syracuse, he made a name for himself teaching and practicing law. Brooks and his wife, a seminary teacher named Caroline Jewell, adopted an orphan, Elizabeth Brooks Lyon, who would have a profound effect on the lives of John and his siblings. She graduated Phi Beta Kappa from Syracuse University and taught Greek and Latin. She and her husband had a girl named Catharine, John’s mother.

         In 1951, Crawford moved the family back to East Aurora so his mother-in-law—“Grandma Lyon” to the Cline kids—could live with them. Crawf and Kay, as friends called them, soon had a fourth child, Andy. They were a singing family with a wide-ranging repertoire, everything from folk songs to show tunes, religious hymns to Bob Dylan. Behind their house they had a barn where they raised chickens and a garden where they grew rhubarb. Like many people in the area, they and their neighbors would make their own ice-skating rink in the winter by flooding a flat area in the yard and letting the frigid air from Lake Erie do the rest. Crawf ran an insurance business, selling the locals policies for their houses and cars, and Kay stayed at home to take care of the kids. They lived comfortably but modestly. Both Crawf and Kay had grown up during the Great Depression, and it had left an indelible imprint.

         In high school, John was a solid athlete, finding his place on the defensive side in football. “He was small, but he liked to hit,” Andy recalled. “He was not afraid of contact at all.”

         High-school friend and football teammate Tim Burke still laughs about the time John got in a fight—who started it and why is lost to the years—outside the movie theater on Main Street: “John and this guy go behind the movie theater and duke it out. Can you imagine what happens after that? They both come walking out, and John and this guy are best buddies after punching each other. When I look back on it, that really is John. He’s a tough guy, but he’s still really friendly.”

         As the big brother, John looked out for his siblings. When Cathi was smarting after a breakup, John had the right salve. “He took me into Buffalo to see the Beatles movie,” she said. “That was a big adventure. I think he had a way of knowing when people were hurting and then finding a way to try and alleviate that.”

         Perhaps most important for John and his siblings’ future, the Cline household was a virtual lyceum. Grandma Lyon kept a collection of books, and she voraciously consumed all manner of newspapers and magazines, from the New York Times and the Christian Science Monitor to the left-wing magazine Ramparts and the newsletter from the Highlander Center, a grassroots organization pushing for social justice in Appalachia. They would read and discuss everything from Plato to George Orwell to the reviews of the latest Beatles album.

         The evening news provided grist for many discussions. The Vietnam War was raging, and the family was captivated by the civil rights movement. East Aurora was almost entirely white, so Kay joined a program mentoring black youth from nearby Buffalo. Crawf worked with a nonprofit to combat racial discrimination in home sales and lending practices.

         Crawf and Kay were active in the Methodist Church, but they didn’t force belief on their children. They sought out a church in line with the Cline family tradition—less fire and brimstone, more New Testament compassion. John was confirmed in the church as a teenager. He didn’t particularly care for the sermons, he later said, but “I was very much interested in learning about the life of Jesus and trying to understand what that meant or what He was trying to teach.”

         Cathi recalled, “We were taught as kids that, as much as we were meant to be happy, it was also a part of our obligation to be involved and to work for justice for other people also.”

         Ann went on to become an elementary-school teacher, working much of her career in Chicago public schools. She and her husband took in two foster children, in addition to raising their biological daughter, and helped set up a progressive church focused on organizing social welfare efforts. They eventually retired to southern West Virginia, where Ann would work part-time as a supervisor for student-teachers.

         Cathi became a supervisor in the New York State government office charged with collecting unpaid child support. She and her husband got involved in a refugee-resettlement program. At the same time, she served as a lay preacher with the United Church of Christ, often at a church in inner-city Albany. After retiring, she attended seminary, was ordained as a minister, and spent a year working in an AIDS-ravaged village in Kenya teaching women practical skills. She then moved to Houston, where she coordinated community organizing and social programs at a church.

         Andy spent almost four decades teaching high-school math and coaching baseball at schools in Ohio and Massachusetts, eventually retiring to a quiet seaside town in Maine. Like John, he carried forward the generations-old Cline tradition of woodworking, spending a lot of time in the small shop built onto his garage. “It’s really kind of in our heritage and in our blood to want to build things out of wood,” he said.

         That heritage was in John’s blood too, and as a teenager, he found himself fascinated by the construction projects he’d walk past on the way to high school. Crawf suggested he ask a local contractor about a summer job. He did, and at sixteen, he was shoveling muck and applying tar to walls as part of a crew building houses. In 1963, John enrolled at Allegheny College, a small liberal arts school in Meadville, Pennsylvania. He was on the football team, but he suffered an injury before the season even started. He took to drinking heavily, and his grades tanked. Partway through his second year, he washed out and went home.

         Back in East Aurora, John resumed working on houses. Pretty soon, however, a letter from the Selective Service System arrived at the Cline home. Without the deferment that came with being a college student, John now faced the possibility of being drafted and sent to Vietnam. He decided to give school another shot and headed off to Bryant and Stratton Business Institute in Buffalo. In 1967, he earned an associate’s degree in business administration, but he still felt adrift, uncertain of what he wanted to do with his life. He was looking to do something useful, but the what, where, and how were inchoate notions floating around in his head.

         He read something about a program under the auspices of the federal government’s War on Poverty called Volunteers in Service to America, VISTA, a sort of domestic version of the Peace Corps, and decided to sign up. After being trained, he settled on an assignment in southern West Virginia, and in February 1968 he took up residence in a two-room cabin in a narrow mountain hollow in one of the poorest counties in one of the poorest states in the country. He rented the cabin from a neighbor, a retired coal miner, with whom he shared an outhouse.

         Though John hadn’t known it when he selected the assignment, the region was on the cusp of one of the most unlikely and shocking labor rebellions in American history. The movement would lay the foundation on which John, his colleagues at the New River clinic, and countless miners would later stand, and it was this movement that they, in their own way, would seek to revive.

         For years, anger had been spreading among rank-and-file miners over the refusal by government, industry, and their own union even to acknowledge the toll of black lung, let alone prevent it and provide compensation to its victims. As John got an introduction to the landscape and the people of rural Appalachian coal towns, that anger boiled over into a grassroots uprising that would capture the nation’s attention and assume a preeminent spot in the canon of coalfield lore.
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