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And a note on spelling:

The place-name Allegheny sometimes appears in this book as Allegany. I live on the Allegheny Plateau and near the Allegheny River and Reservoir, but also near the town, county, state park, and Native American territory given the name Allegany, a regional variation of Allegheny.





PREFACE

“Don’t let them make you forget where you came from,” my father said to me when I was earning a teaching degree. He also said, “Study hard. You won’t make a living by writing except in your dreams.” I didn’t think he needed to worry: I was proud of where I came from. And I had no intention of ever going back.

Two decades later, during one of my periods of unemployment, I joined my writer friend, Tom—who had not yet begun to make a living by writing—at a bar where free Buffalo-style chicken wings baited customers into buying expensive beer. At a table beneath the noise and flashing of a television, his and my literary insights—watered by the two glasses of beer that each of us purchased—grew until a waiter encouraged us to depart the premises because we had been inhaling so many free wings that he feared we would bankrupt the boss. We soon resumed our conversation back at Tom’s kitchen table, also known as the salon, where the beer was cheaper. When we eventually got on the subject of what hard work writing is, Tom’s wife, Fran, couldn’t bear to hear another word of nonsense from a pair of unemployed typists. “You guys sound stupid,” she said. “The farmers around here, they work hard. They’re working before it’s light out and work until after dark. They all get bad backs and bad hips and they keep going. What are you guys going to get? Hemorrhoids?”

Maybe I was forgetting where I came from.

Where I came from was the town of Pendleton, New York, twenty miles from Buffalo, and where the Oklahoma City bomber, Timothy McVeigh, grew up. McVeigh’s father worked on the mass-production line at a radiator plant operated by General Motors, and my father welded at a coal-fired power plant just outside of Buffalo. General Motors has since sold the radiator plant, and the power plant is now idle.

Everyone knows about the manufacturing and employment changes in America; the Wall Street Journal has faithfully reported the effects on stocks and bonds. Damage to workers and their families has been covered all along by certain rust-belt newspapers, such as the Buffalo News and Detroit Free Press, but for the most part the suffering of the downsized and dispossessed was ignored until the ascendancy of Donald Trump to the presidency, when the victims became categorized as “the Trump voter.” They were also dubbed “the rural white voter,” although most working-class people live in cities and suburbs; and in rural America, such as the northern Alleghenies, where I’ve lived for thirty-seven years now—in the little town of Ischua, seventy miles south of Pendleton—a Trump supporter in a house trailer might live on the same road as a liberal in a $200,000 renovated Victorian. Rural whites, whether they are rich or poor, or have a college degree, medical insurance, or a religion, all are lumped together as “the Trump voter.” This tells me that when someone different is elected president, and Trump’s kind of lip-servicing of rural Americans can no longer be mistaken as genuine, most of the nation will feel free to forget about us in the hinterlands—whoever any of us really are.

Since that night at Tom’s kitchen table, I’ve tried to remember where I came from, and yet I couldn’t go back to the old working-class life even if I wished. To borrow an expression from Gertrude Stein, these days “there is no there there.”

What’s more, the “there there” was never as I used to believe. Even when America’s factories were at full production and the union was king, working-class whites on the whole were never exactly the kind of people that most of us like to think they are. Although stubbornly proud, for a long while now the working class, whether in the city or suburb or countryside, has been neglected by our government and mocked by my fellow college-educated liberals—and yet, despite their frequent generosity to each other and their belief that they are fair-minded folk, many of the white working class mock, resent, hate, or prefer to neglect their fellow struggling Americans whose skin is darker.

Dad would be proud of what I’ve become, but with ambivalence. I’m a full-time teacher and tutor in the Higher Education Opportunity Program at a small Franciscan college, and am blessed to know my students—a belief of mine that would have troubled my dad. Each of them is a recipient of a scholarship for those who without financial help would be unable to attend college, and since most of my students have brown skin, my father would have regarded them as confirmation of his belief that whites are discriminated against. The students are one of the reasons I have a job, and have taught me more than I them. Some years ago, a student and I were discussing the snarling and murderous racism evoked by portions of Richard Wright’s Black Boy, and I said, “The strange thing about the bigots in my own family is that otherwise they’re decent people.”

“A decent bigot,” she said. “Isn’t that an oxymoron?”

I answered with one word, and became silent on the subject of decency and bigots, until now.

This book travels the American heartland, by which I mean an experiential and emotional rather than geographic place. The personal and narrative essays that comprise this book are linked by my now deceased grandparents, parents, aunts, and uncles; my living wife and two children; my friends and neighbors; and my former and current selves. Whether flesh or ghosts walking the land I call home, they tell me stories of love and hate.

And of Donald Trump—and of life, I hope, forever beyond his reach.





WAITING FOR TRUMP





WHEN WE HAD IT MADE IN AMERICA

When I believed my country was the land of opportunity, its clattering factories and smoky mills used electricity generated at the power plant where my father worked as a welder. He wore a hard hat and belonged to the union, and I believed he was as mighty as our young president who had stared down Khrushchev. He was still at work when my sisters and I climbed off the school bus in the afternoons, but our mother was there to greet us in her sparkling disinfected kitchen, and I believed she was as fulfilled as a saint. In that time and that place, our family was protected by steel parentheses, made in America, from a hurtling, changing story that we couldn’t know.

Yet even back then—when the shelves in the stores weren’t yet packed with Chinese products, the factories weren’t moving to Mexico and Malaysia, and “downsizing” wasn’t a word—my grandfather, Barley Phillips, no longer believed in forever, not exactly, not for him; though for the nation, yes, for whatever immortality can be obtained through hard work, yes. Like his brothers and father, Barley had been an iron worker, though eventually he took a safer job as a maintenance foreman in a power plant he’d helped build. My father worked in the same power plant, and someday, if I had what it took, I too could make a living in the coal and fly ash in the bowels of the plant or by clinging with skill to the swaying skeleton of a rising bridge or skyscraper. Of course I would have what it took. Of course one of my kinsmen would speak to a boss on my behalf. Let there be work. Of course.

By the time I turned seven years old my grandfather had retired from his job as a foreman at the plant, sold his house in Buffalo, and was living with Grandma in the countryside. Along with a small house, his property included a chicken coop, workshop, empty barn, and eleven acres of abandoned cropland. Because I spent so many evenings and weekends with him while Dad worked overtime at the plant, I felt closer to Grandpa than to my often-absent father. Once when Barley was preparing to smoke wasps out of his workshop, he pointed above the workbench to a large framed photograph of a man with thick frosty hair and bushy eyebrows, a long nose, a handlebar mustache, and a no-nonsense expression. He told me the man was his father, who had been “a hardworking blacksmith and then an iron worker.” Although Grandpa didn’t keep the photograph in his house, he hadn’t discarded it; he kept it in his workshop as if his memories of his father were inextricably tied to labor.

In the yard on warm summer evenings, sitting in metal lawn chairs or stretched out on the grass in the shade of pear trees, near the hand-operated water pump and the metal pink flamingos and the free-range chickens stalking clover and bugs, Grandpa sipped beer and I gulped pop and we talked until dark. He gently teased me, encouraged me to talk about my life, and listened sincerely. But because I was too young to believe it, he never told me what he had learned about the mortality of men and women, telling me instead about the heirloom of work. We drifted over sunken family legends, but when stories were told the legends rose. Maybe you know them. If your family was among the lucky, you can substitute your own surnames and ethnic backgrounds, change some other details, and you know them: the Welsh horse-trading great-great-grandfather who settled in Ireland. The Welsh-Irish great-grandfather who ran away from the farm to work in the Belfast shipyards and then, when work slowed, sailed to North America and became a blacksmith in booming Buffalo. The grandfather who became an ironworker in Buffalo even though his father and two of his older brothers had fallen to their deaths on the job—but who, after helping to build a power plant, took a job there. The father who became a welder at the same plant. All of them always chasing work, capturing it, becoming better. In these legends, equal opportunity laws don’t exist, the wife stays home, the kids do their homework, each generation buys a bigger house than the one before, and the economy grows stronger forever.

One evening while my father was driving us home from the plant—where I was working during my summer break from college—he glanced over at me and said, apologetically, “When you knew your grandfather, he was old. He wasn’t the man he used to be.” By then the factories in Buffalo were beginning to close, and Dad had been diagnosed with terminal cancer.

At eighteen years old, my father was assigned to the Utility Department. Whatever messes occurred around the plant were cleaned up by the Utility laborers. The other workers called them “the Shit Crew.” In the Coal Department, to which most Utility laborers hoped to be promoted, the work was just as dirty but the pay better—so the utility men waited and hoped for someone in Coal to retire or die.

On his second morning on the Shit Crew my father climbed up an iron ladder to a cramped four-foot-high area above a boiler. Most of the sweltering space was deep in leaked fly ash. Crouched on his hands and knees, he surveyed the space: a long vacuum hose connected to the stack system of the plant lay in fresh ash that had accumulated since Monday, when he left much of the area clean. He put on goggles, then a respirator. Immediately, his perspiring face felt uncomfortable within the rubber, and he began the labored deep breathing necessary to obtain a sufficient air supply. Pushing off his hard hat, he crawled further in and picked up the eight-inch circumference hose. He handled the hose gently, but the light ash began to fill the air and adhere to his sweaty work-suit and skin. A few minutes later another Utility worker, with a shovel, joined him, and the air quickly became saturated as the two men, shoveling and vacuuming, worked blindly in a gray cloud of decently paying hell.

After several months in Utility, he was trained to weld and was promoted directly to the Maintenance Department, where his father was a foreman. My father worked in the same noise and heat and dirt and crawl spaces as in Utility, and his ankles and wrists were burned by molten metal splattering into his shoes and gloves, but he was now a skilled laborer and problem solver, with job security and a fair paycheck. Now he was “set for life.” And he married Eva Wagner, who was a telephone operator, although they would need to live with his parents for a year before they could afford a house of their own. When he perspired at the wedding reception, fly ash and coal dust, embedded deep in his pores, gradually graced his white shirt gray.

The plant was a concrete and steel and red-brick building that rose several stories in a jumble of variously shaped and sized tiers. My father’s job was so much a part of our family conversation and so shaped our lives that the words “the plant” always registered like the name of a boss, as if my mother and father were talking about someone powerful who was named Mr. Plant. Once my father rented a small motorboat and took me fishing on the Niagara River. He anchored the boat near the water-intake building of the plant, and I saw that the closer a brick tier was to the river, the squatter it was, as if Mr. Plant were crouched forward to drink. The river swirled where water was guzzled in and out of the plant to cool machinery and to become the steam that spun the turbines and passed out through submerged pipes. The humming of the jumble of outside transformers rose and fell, like troubled breathing. Long trucks were lined up in the coal yard, dumping black food near the mechanical feeders; other long trucks were carrying away what my father told me was fly ash, the waste matter. Mr. Plant belched steamy heat and ireful smoke into the sky. I tried to see what was in the belly of the big boss, but the windows were too grimy, the eyes too glazed.

My father always took one of his two weeks of vacation to hunt deer in November, and since he worked too much overtime at the plant to accomplish substantial household repairs and improvements at other times, he used his other week of vacation to labor at home in July or August. In 1958, so that my sister Kim and I need no longer share a bedroom, he used a week of vacation to convert our small living room into a bedroom and to begin building an addition for a new and bigger living room. In 1959, he finished the living room and poured sidewalks. In 1960, he put on a new roof and remodeled the bathroom. Separately we were so busy—he with work and I with the childhood I felt was eternal—that at times we seemed, despite our love, to be mere acquaintances.

One evening a man entered our home without knocking. His clothing and skin were black. He laughed at my fright and failure to recognize him. The showers at the plant had been shut down for repairs.

What was it all for, the toiling, sacrificing, and saving in an imaginary paradise that would be lost? On a sticky summer evening my father and I, in the middle of the front lawn beneath a maple tree with lusterless leaves hanging still, sat in lawn chairs and rocked slightly on curved, springy legs. Nestlings chirped and robins hopped across the lawn. Throughout the neighborhood, men and children, and women after the kitchen work was done, all full with food, came outside. Children in bathing suits ran shouting through the arching spray of law sprinklers, fell, jumped up laughing with blades of grass sticking to their skin; others, including my sisters, migrated barefooted up the shoulder of the road, stepping gingerly on the gravel, carrying towels to visit friends who had small swimming pools. As the shadows stretched and the angling light became syrupy, the shouts and laughter reverberating off the encircled water of the above-ground pools faded into the chatter of children hiking home with bathing suits dripping and wet hair tangled. Adults carried lawn chairs into the garage, coiled their garden hoses, walked laggardly into sweltering houses. One by one the living room windows filled with yellow light. The heavy sky rumbled in the distance, the leaves rustled, and the air began to fill with the earthy odor of an approaching storm. Dad and I, who all evening had exchanged no more than a dozen words, stood up to go inside where Mom and my sisters had settled in front of the television.

Work granted a brief time and small place where the toiling, sacrificing, and saving could be forgotten.

My wife, Margaret, is a retired schoolteacher who earned a good living and now has a good pension. For a long time now I’ve been a writer, an occupation at which I earn satisfaction, and meanwhile have moved from low-paying job to low-paying job as factory grunt, childcare worker, swimming-pool installer, security guard, small-firm paralegal, and tutor of college students. One year when the Reunion Committee asked my high school classmates and me to report on our lives, to contribute something envious and upbeat to the reunion booklet, I wrote, “Mark Phillips lives off his wife.”

Two decades ago when my daughter, Hope, was six years old, she began requesting a new type of bedtime story on evenings when I was not busy writing or working an evening shift. She would study the several framed photographs hanging on the living room wall before pointing to one and asking, “Tonight will you please tell me a story about that picture?” And after she was tucked in I would tell her a legend inspired by the photograph of her great-great-great-grandfather gripping the handles of a horse-drawn plow in the North of Ireland, or her grandfather wearing coal-blackened coveralls, or her mother holding her in front of our home when she was a newborn.

And once, after I finished telling her the legend of the sacrifices her mother and I made before we could afford to build our small home, my daughter asked, “Do you think I’ll live here when I grow up?”

“Maybe.”

“Forever?”





DON’T THEY TEACH THIS IN COLLEGE?

During one of his fifteen days of vacation from the dark heat of the power plant, on his way to the acres he had purchased in the hill country south of our home, land from which a spring flowed and kept full a pond cold enough for trout in all seasons, he gave advice to his son who was in danger of failing to graduate from high school. Between his moments of coughing up phlegm black with coal dust and cigarette tar, and swiping his mouth against his shirt sleeve, he said, as he had a number of times before, that I should go to college and become a teacher in order to have my summers off. He added, though, that to carry out such a plan I would need to cease taking so much time off from my high school studies.

My father was in his early forties and had worked overtime for decades. Yet in the jostling pickup he told me on our way to his forty acres that except for the truly poor he’d never known a dying person who wished to have made more money, and that instead the dying wished for more time with family or whatever else they truly loved. Although he knew he had cancer, and that it was inoperable and untreatable, he was driving to his land in order to labor there on a vacation day. To buy the land, he had needed to work long and hard, and now, to finish building his dream cabin in the country, he needed to work more. And to hurry. He expected me to work alongside.

At least, I saw it as work. I believe that in his way my father—who most likely had never read a poem or novel in his life—thought of himself when working with his hands as a poet of the School of Hard Knocks, his cabin a creation that would grace his lost time and the cancerous pain in his bones. I realize that more than a few MFA poets and professors of literature will sneer at my favorable comparison of an ordinary building, a small structure subject to decay, to a profound and beautiful poem; and yet, two decades after my father’s death, I one morning found myself thinking about his creation. I was conversing with a guy who had retired early from his job as a phone company linesman, and I had hired to add on a bedroom to my home. His teenage son was with him when he said—I suspect more to the boy than me—“If I point up at a phone line and tell somebody I spliced that line, what does it mean to them? But if I point to an addition on a house where a family lives, and I say I built that, well, it means something.”

I felt that the carpenter was no longer standing outside my home as he spoke, but inside. Come on in, he seemed to be saying to his son. It was what a good teacher of poetry might say to her class.

I took my father’s advice. I liked the idea of time off during which I could stay out late on the town, sleep in, and compose doggerel. I passed chemistry and trigonometry the second time through, and was accepted by a college with low academic standards. I became a fairly good high school teacher, but I thought of teaching as work and longed all autumn, winter, and spring for my summers off. And yet these days I no longer think of teaching as work that I long to escape. I now teach at a college where many of my students are children of immigrants, and one afternoon a Dominican-American student told me that the reason he wanted a college degree and well-paying job was so that his parents could quit their minimum-wage jobs; and finally, I understood that teaching is not work. Not that kind of work, anyhow. It was work I could live in.

If a family in my neighborhood went to a restaurant, it usually signaled that a special occasion was at hand, such as the high school graduation of a child who would be attending college rather than following Dad into a plant or mill or Mom into the kitchen and laundry room. Most families didn’t “do without,” but they also didn’t have much more than they needed. Except when my father owned the rusty pickup truck used to carry supplies to his cabin-in-progress—a truck he would later sell to a guy who fled town before the check bounced—I can’t recall any family that owned two vehicles. Siblings of the same sex were expected to share a bedroom, as one of my friends and his three brothers did, their dirty clothing piled on the narrow floor space between the bunk beds abutting opposite walls, the mound of muddy and grassy denim and cotton providing a good cushion when each morning the brothers in the top bunks would ignore the ladder and leap down. Of course, women did the laundry. Women prepared the meals. Women changed the diapers. Women cleaned the house. Even the women who worked full time at Harrison Radiator, one of the few local industries that would hire them for jobs other than typing and cleaning, did most of the housework and childcare and cooking.

If women’s liberation came late to my neighborhood, perhaps in small part it was because it was difficult to be envious of a man who came home coughing up foundry fumes or whose skin was yellowed by the chemical plant, and who, during weekends and vacations, had built the house the family lived in.

My uncle Al punched the time clock at the power plant for his first time a mere two mornings after his high school graduation, when my father was still a junior-high-school student. By the time America entered World War Two, Al had been trained to weld at the plant and therefore was eligible for a military deferment as a skilled employee of an essential industry; but he enlisted in the army anyhow, and was wounded in Germany. Before his wound healed, the war ended. Eventually he went back to work at the plant, welding broken-down machinery and leaky boilers until the day when his foreman—who had been deferred from military service—began to chew him out for loafing on the job. About the foreman’s harangue, Al didn’t tell me what he said in response. He told me only, “I didn’t let him finish.”

He walked midday from the massive oven that was the power plant, from its air peppered with fly ash and coal dust, from its rattling banging, whining conveyors and crushers and turbines, from its dingy lighting. The next morning, he went to work on a construction job as a steamfitter. When I was paying for my education by working summers at the plant, I was tempted to quit college to take a full-time job there—to endure where my paternal grandfather had until his retirement and my dying father had until he could no longer climb the stairs to the time clock each morning—though I might just as well have moved into a casket to lay in the dark and count the shovelfuls of dirt as they thumped and rattled the lid. “Come on, now,” Al said. “Can you imagine walking into that place for the rest of your life? You better think, boy.”

Back then it was an economic given that a lad could go to work where his grandfather and father had. He would assume that his own sons and grandsons could work there as well. So many graduates of my high school took jobs on the mass-production line at the nearby Harrison Radiator plant that we students liked to say our school had signed a labor contract with Harrison, a joke not so absurd when you consider how well the petty rules and generally numbing instruction at American schools prepare their graduates to function like androids. Yet, by now, anyone who remembers the joke must think of it nostalgically. Mass-production lines all over the country are increasingly run by actual robots—which decline to join the union, don’t take lunch breaks, and never cuss out the foreman. If I had gone to work at the power plant, I eventually would have learned that the plant was closing and that I could have more than summers off.

Most of the plants and mills surrounding my childhood neighborhood have closed, moved, or downsized—Bethlehem Steel, Chevrolet Foundry, Killinger, Trico, National Gypsum, Buffalo Envelope, JH Williams, Fisher-Price, ConAgra Maple Leaf Milling, Nabisco, and many more—and in the meantime the politicians repeat mechanically, like the Chatty Cathy dolls manufactured by the Mattel corporation, the word retraining. The unions now plead: Please help us, Chatty Cathy. Because denied the opportunities and hazards of work for the company, how do men and women buy the supplies needed for adding on a bedroom for a new child? How do they live in their work?

Al built his own house. He built an addition to his daughter’s home, a garage for my childhood family when my father was near death, and a storage shed for my wife and me, and would accept no money, not even for the supplies. He hummed a lot whenever he was constructing a building, although if something went wrong, he would mutter, as if the split board or bent nail were alive, “You son of a bitch.”

During his retirement, Al asked whether I would let him “put a vacation place” on the land where I lived, the same property where my father had built his cabin two decades earlier, and of course I said yes. Every other week or so my uncle would drive seventy miles south of his home near Niagara Falls to spend several days in a row working on the old and run-down house trailer he had bought and moved to my property; remodeling the interior, reroofing, hanging gutters, replacing the plumbing, painting the interior and exterior, putting down new flooring, adding more insulation. The trailer was unshaded and he would take breaks inside where he kept a ceiling and floor fan whirring, kicking back sweaty and shirtless in a lounge chair to drink cold beer until he felt cool enough to go back outside to live in his work.

My father hired no help when he built his cabin. No excavator or cement truck arrived at his cabin site. We dug the footer with picks and shovels, shoulders and backs; the cement mixer was powered by a gasoline generator, fed with gravel shoveled from the box of the pickup, and watered by buckets hauled from the pond; he chiseled and laid up the stone for the fireplace. My wife and I moved into the cabin a decade after his death, and, a few years later, as I was replacing paneling, I discovered an inscription on the underlying block wall: “This cabin built by Jim Phillips in the Years of Our Lord 1966–1971.” It appeared to have been written with a piece of charred firewood, the lettering and numbering as black as the power plant coal.
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