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For Leigh, Josie, and Poppy

and

John Crow


The meek shall inherit the earth, but not the mineral rights.

—J. Paul Getty
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Tainted Vegetables

I like my town with a little drop of poison.

—Tom Waits

Every spring I plant a garden, a small but noble pursuit. Small in the sense that there are many more important items on the daily calendars of our lives, but noble because each step of self-sustainability has a lovely feeling of beating the ever-invasive food industry at its own game.

In my line of work, I travel a lot, sometimes to places where food is measured by cups of rice a week, and water is delivered to homes by ten-year-olds who have walked five miles through desolation to get to a well. Planting a garden is a way of keeping the harsh realities of the world at bay. It seems a sane practice in a world hell-bent on destroying itself.

When home, I try to talk to the plants every day. I grew up on a farm, so speaking to budding pomegranates seems natural to me, sometimes more so than speaking to my neighbor. Peaches and apricots are good listeners, too. I go to them for comfort. I trust the plants. And the seeds, although invisible, give great solace as they incubate in the ground.

This particular spring carries special meaning for me. My wife is pregnant with our second daughter and our two-year-old is eager to take on the chores of watering and helping her dad with the daily garden duties. My plan is to create a large vegetable garden in a backyard area we have never used. It is situated between two tall trees, perfect for morning and afternoon sun but shaded during midday.

After two full weekends of digging, raking, and trips to the hardware store, I complete a drip irrigation system. My daughter and I spend a Sunday morning planting squash, tomatoes, lettuce, spring onions, jalapeños, green peppers, and several herbs, including basil, thyme, and chives. Each morning, for weeks thereafter, I wake with the sun to see how much the garden has grown overnight. In the beginning the progress is slow, but soon the vegetables burst through the thin layer of dirt and begin to morph into yellow, red, and green.

After six weeks of daily attention, I collect my first batch of spring lettuce. I coddle each leaf as I wash it in the sink. Finally I prepare a salad for dinner. My wife won’t eat the lettuce or any other item from the garden. She’s not a food snob, but she is careful what she eats because of the baby that grows inside her. I argue that the food is as organic as we can find. She replies that she doesn’t trust the dirt.

She has a point. We live in Bisbee, Arizona, a small hamlet couched in the Mule Mountains, a mile above sea level. Bisbee is a dormant mining town, located eight miles from the Mexican border as the crow flies. The copper mine closed down more than thirty years ago, but the effects of its existence remain. Mine shafts pockmark the hillsides and sulfuric acid runoff stains the cliffs a burnt orange. Giant headframes dot the horizon, reminders of the elevators the size of houses that used to carry men a thousand feet below the surface. And then there is the open pit, a large crater on the edge of town where all the water from our torrential monsoon rains pours off the mountains into this mile-long giant bathtub.

My wife and I met in Bisbee, not long after we both moved here in 2000, mostly to get away from anything resembling suburbia. As I’ve passed through the decades, I realize I have a few steadfast requirements for what I call quality of life. Most important is not driving in traffic. At all. I need to walk out my front door to a good hiking trail. I also like the ability to barter, if money is short, for any vital necessity. In Bisbee, I have always been able to trade one of my books for a meal, a poker buy-in, or a bottle of wine, or all three. Money is required here, but bartering is accepted.

In Bisbee, no two houses are quite alike. In fact, they are spectacularly different, reflecting the individual owners who built them, most more than a hundred years ago. Several streets are so narrow that driving down them requires bending the mirror inward to avoid clipping it off. Gas lines run exposed up stairways, occasionally doubling as railings. Each homeowner must adapt to the nuances of his or her home, and no manual exists to help with repairs. Local plumbers and electricians have to throw their training out the window because no job in town resembles that of a modern-day house.

Bisbee is no ordinary mining town. In its heyday it was one of the largest copper towns in the United States. Phelps Dodge, then the owners of the mine and once the political and economic alpha force of Arizona that owned almost every large copper mine in the state, took more than $8 billion in copper from this place. You don’t take that much from the earth without leaving a scar or two.

In 2007, Freeport-McMoRan bought the Bisbee mining operation and everything else Phelps Dodge had owned in Arizona and throughout the world for $25 billion—including mines in Africa and Chile. Freeport now owns a majority of the land to the north and south of Bisbee. They own the dormant mine. They own the twenty-seven hundred miles of mining tunnels that run beneath the town. They own some parcels of the mountains, sections of the outlying desert, and many buildings in town. Even though they don’t own most of the homes, at times it feels like the only things they don’t own or control are the people and the sky.

Originally based in New Orleans, Freeport began as a sulfur-mining company in 1912. In 1981 it merged with McMoRan Oil & Gas Company, the latter part of the name being a combination of the surnames of the three men who started the company: W. K. McWilliams, James Moffett, and B. M. Rankin.

Freeport-McMoRan employs 29,700 people in several countries and in 2012 ranked 135th on the Fortune 500. It has an estimated 102 billion pounds of copper, 40 million ounces of gold, and 2.5 billion pounds of molybdenum—a mineral used to strengthen steel—in reserve. The company expects to produce more than 4 billion pounds of copper per year for the next several years, making it the largest publicly traded copper-mining company in the world, second in size only to Codelco, the national copper company of Chile.

The company has always lured a collection of powerful families and individuals into its ranks, including the Whitneys—of the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York City. Rockefellers have served on the board of Freeport for several decades. Augustus Long, the director of Texaco from 1950 to 1977, was also a prominent board member along with Robert Lovett, son of R. S. Lovett, president of Union Pacific Railroad and commonly known as a “Cold War architect.” Henry Kissinger has long been a board member and today holds the title director emeritus.

Currently, James Moffett is the acting chairman of the board, president, and chief executive officer of Freeport-McMoRan, whose headquarters has relocated from New Orleans to Phoenix, a result of buying Phelps Dodge. In 2010, Moffett’s yearly compensation package was $47 million, including his base salary and various exercised stock options, making him the highest-paid person in Arizona, with second place going to Richard Adkerson, the cochairman of the company, who has earned $180 million since 2006, at an average of $33 million a year.

In 1988, while still based in New Orleans, Freeport gained national attention for dumping toxic water into the Mississippi. That year, Citizen Action, a national Washington-based environmental watchdog group, named Freeport the sixth-largest producer of toxic waste in the United States and the number-one water polluter. More recently, in 2008, the Political Economy Research Institute at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst listed Freeport as the country’s twenty-second-worst air polluter, with a grand total of four million pounds of toxic air released in one year.

As part of the transaction with Phelps Dodge, Freeport assumed an obligation to reclaim all the polluted soil in the Bisbee neighborhoods. By 2008, Freeport began a program it calls “soil reclamation,” which means they are testing every household in Bisbee to check for contaminants in their yards. If the company finds toxins above the allowed level, it removes all the contaminated dirt from the yard and replaces it with new dirt. Then the company wipes its hands and moves on to the next house.

I applied for Freeport to check our soil, which they did, but that had been months ago. A team of geologists, chemists, and environmental engineers walked the perimeter of our house, probing the soil to a depth of two feet. No one would answer any questions I had, other than to say the results would be ready in several weeks. Over the past few months it has been hard not to notice these teams of professionals driving in new gray jeeps with the word SHAW sprawled across the door. Shaw, I find out, is also a Fortune 500 company with ties to the industrial, chemical, and petrol industries and based in Baton Rouge. Among other services, it offers environmental remediation. The company prides itself on cleaning up highly toxic sites, including areas polluted by the manufacture of biological weapons. Months passed, so I assumed our soil was fine. Meanwhile, spring waits for no one, and I want to grow food. I want to teach my daughter it is possible to eat from our backyard and not Safeway.

The first night I eat a salad from our yard, my wife eats something else. As much as my daughter likes gardening, she doesn’t like salads, or anything remotely resembling a vegetable. She opts for macaroni and cheese. The salad tastes delicious, but knowing it came from the backyard, our backyard, makes it even more scrumptious. I do this daily, sometimes twice daily, for two weeks, each time feeling great pride in my efforts as a gardener.

One night I have a nagging headache, which intensifies the following night. My stomach feels nauseous. I tell myself the headaches and nausea are a result of a bug going around town. One night I wake up with quite a different sensation altogether. I have diarrhea and severe cramping in my stomach. Crawling to the toilet, I throw up, again and again. At this point I am nervous, thinking I have a serious sickness. My mind goes where so many in America go: medical insurance, which I don’t have. This cycle of physical sickness and mental anguish goes on for another week. In that time I have stopped eating anything other than basic staples.

After several more days, I am able to walk, and to eat once again. I have forgotten all about the garden; I don’t even care that it exists, although it still does because the drip system keeps working, thanks to the timers attached to hose spigots throughout the yard.

Feeling better, I walk to the post office and pick up my mail, eager to feel the sun on my face. Along the way, I look up and see the usual landscape, which in a state of weakness I remind myself is beautiful even as every angle makes me think of the mining days of yesteryear. There, in the side of Bucky O’Neil Mountain, exists a hole the size of a two-story building, the first entrance ever made into the famed Copper Queen mine. Like most mining camps, Bisbee was home to hundreds of individual mines, but the Copper Queen, built entirely underground, would become one of the richest copper mines of the early twentieth century.

*   *   *

After reading the local paper, I pick through the bills at the post office and notice a letter from Shaw.1 I read the letter a few times before its meaning registers: My front yard has 564 parts per million of lead, 32 percent higher than acceptable levels. In my backyard, where the lettuce, peppers, and spring onions are flourishing at this very moment, the soil has arsenic levels of 79.3 parts per million, more than 100 percent higher than acceptable levels for residential soil.

How the arsenic and lead got to my yard is not a mystery, but because I can’t see these poisons, I allowed myself not to believe my soil was laced with heavy metals. I knew of several large smelters, towering chimney stacks that exhaled smoke and heavy metals, which used to exist a quarter mile from my house and dominate every view in Bisbee. I’ve read stories from the early 1900s when newcomers visited the town for the first time at night and reported a haunting feeling of entering a landscape of hell: orange embers flying into the night from the smelters. Slag heaps, smoke, campfires, all giving the mining camp a feel of Dante’s Inferno.

The copper mines in Bisbee opened in earnest around 1881 and the final one closed in 1975, twenty-five years before I set foot in town. The smelter was dismantled in 1908, more than a hundred years ago, the result of upper management not wanting to live in the same town as a poisonous smelter, and the fact that the company had stripped almost every tree from the surrounding mountains to keep the smelter burning twenty-four hours a day. It took several decades for the trees to come back. And yet to this day, the arsenic and lead levels in the topsoil remain toxic. A hundred years of wind, snow, and rain since then, a century for nature to pound the earth, bleach it, leach it, flood it, grow over it, and erode it—and still the poisons remain. It is ironic how little copper is in the soil, but it makes sense. It would have been extracted in the smelting process, leaving the arsenic and lead particles to be belched into the wind and settle on the surrounding yards.

The smelter is not the only cause of the poisoned yards, however. Bisbee is transected by two parallel gulches, separated by a ridgeline covered with homes on both sides. Many of these homes, perched on hillsides, have anywhere from ten to one hundred steps to the front door. In an effort to create level foundations for some of the more upscale homes, Phelps Dodge killed two birds with one stone by leveling the land with the mine waste, called tailing piles, which it didn’t want. The company hauled “dirt” from the tailing piles, still thick with heavy metals used to extract copper from hard rock, and trucked this dirt throughout various neighborhoods in an effort to terrace the town. Thus the foundations of many Bisbee homes are actually built upon mining waste from several decades ago.

So, in fact, I didn’t have a bug that was going around town. According to government guidelines, arsenic primarily enters the body through airborne dust. Ingestion of arsenic can cause irritation of stomach and intestines, nerve injury, and possibly liver damage. For several weeks I had been digging on my hands and knees, preparing the soil for a garden. Often I did this leisurely work with my young daughter. I ate the vegetables for weeks. My mind is abuzz with the realization of how little I know about the history of where I live.

I stop and I take a moment to be grateful for two things, that my pregnant wife didn’t trust the dirt and that my daughter doesn’t like salads. Both are fine. But I am not.

All this heavy metal in my soil might be easier to forget if I hadn’t heard rumors for the past several months that Freeport-McMoRan will reopen the mine, which would effectively alter the economic, cultural, and geological landscape of this town. This makes me realize I have a lot to learn about how mining companies affect towns in close proximity to their operations.

One afternoon, as we stand on the back porch, my wife and I talk about the long term. We are wondering if raising our kids in this town is a good idea. And even if the mine does not reopen in the next few years, there is no guarantee that it won’t open in five or ten years. Either way, it feels like a ticking clock hanging over our lives, and I’m afraid the sound will only get louder as time passes.

I stare out at my arsenic-laced garden, glistening in the afternoon sun. So much work lost to a phantom toxin I can’t see, taste, or smell. Suddenly I begin asking myself a series of questions, first and foremost, what would be the effect of a modern-day mine on the surrounding community and land? Bisbee’s mining operation was relatively small by today’s standards. The pit looks like a fishing hole compared to the ocean-sized pits of today’s mines. A modern-day mine would be larger, use far more land, and create much more waste. Even though we own a house here and are deeply entrenched in the local life, would I still want to live in Bisbee if the mine reopens?

It’s a question my wife and I have asked each other before, but never with any sense of urgency. Now we feel that as parents we must find an answer, and soon. Still, when we bring it up, neither one of us has an answer, as if we are playing a game of chicken, seeing who will be the first to declare we will walk away from our friends, our community, our garden, and our home.
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Bisbee, Arizona

Bisbee is 100 miles, and 100 years from Tucson.

—Local saying

Located eight miles north of the Mexican border and a hundred miles southeast of Tucson, Bisbee is precariously saddled between two canyons in the Mule Mountains. Rising above the desert floor like rolling camel humps, the Mules are what geologists call sky islands—small mountain ranges, unconnected to other ranges that dot the map of southeastern Arizona. Here snow falls every winter and junipers grow in abundance on the mountaintops. Standing on one of those mountains I can see deep into Mexico in one direction, a clear line of high riparian desert unblemished by the touch of man. Looking east I see the Chiricahua Mountains, which stand above the rest at ten thousand feet. This range is home to ocelots, the summer tanager, and the occasional roving jaguar from Mexico. These mountains also gave their name to the tribe of Geronimo’s Apaches, the Chiricahua Apaches.

As for Bisbee copper, there are various stories of how it was found then developed. Different players got involved as the copper kept coming. But there is one man who has all the historical credit for both finding the Copper Queen mine and for losing it.

George Warren had a large mustache and wore suspenders. Warren had been a prospector and a drunk. It was the 1870s in the Southwest, a time of wishful thinking and thieving. The scars of the Civil War were fresh and people were in the mood for new land, new riches, and new scenery. Stories of gold and silver traveled back and forth along the pioneer trails that crisscrossed the American frontier.

It was in this setting that Mr. Warren found himself sitting on a stool in Tombstone, Arizona, one afternoon in 1878. Drunk and most likely talking about what was going to happen when he struck it rich, Warren was engaged in conversation with Jack Dunn, an army soldier on his way back from the Mule Mountains, where he had spent several days tracking Apache warriors near a spring that the Apaches liked to frequent on their journeys back and forth from the Chiricahua Mountains to raiding strikes in Tubac and Tombstone. Dunn and his party didn’t find any Apaches, but they did find evidence of copper and lead and subsequently made a claim.

From that chance meeting, Dunn grubstaked Warren—a prospecting term that means in exchange for working the claim, Dunn paid for all costs and gave a percentage of his findings to Warren. Warren wasted little time getting himself to the Mule Mountains, where he set up camp and began digging. He found copper almost immediately. Others quickly followed, and soon there was a makeshift mining settlement with saloons built out of tree branches and stagecoach canvas. Women followed, knowing a miner’s buck was the easiest in the territory.

Then one day in 1879, after long hours prospecting for copper, Warren made a bet that both he and his heirs would forever regret. He bet his one-ninth share of the Copper Queen mine that he could outrun a man on horseback to a distance of fifty yards, plant a stake, and return the same fifty yards, ahead of man and horse. He lost. Two years after losing his share of the Copper Queen mine, he was declared insane by a Cochise County judge. Soon after, he traveled to Mexico for a while but then made his way back to Bisbee, where he died in 1892, a pauper and town drunk. By the time of his death, the Copper Queen was at full production and his earnings would have been $20 million, in 1892.

Either as a historical consolation, or out of respect for what he did by finding the Copper Queen, Warren was put on the state seal. And in Bisbee, the area of the town built for the executives was named after him.

*   *   *

At first Bisbee was like any other mining camp, which is to say it was not built to last. Officially, it became a town in 1880, named after Judge Dewitt Bisbee, from San Francisco, one of the financial backers of the original Copper Queen mine, which would become the largest copper mine in the district. Over the next ten years, Bisbee filled with transient miners, poor European immigrants, army deserters, and homesteaders, who quickly constructed the town just as countless other silver and gold camps in the area were thrown up seemingly overnight. This explains why, in the older part of Bisbee, which locals refer to as Old Bisbee, no two houses look alike and are mostly old mining shacks that, like their owners, have survived through the years out of pure stubbornness. The miners built homes on their days off and then imported their families to this new place high up in the Mule Mountains. After twenty years of mining, the town became known as Queen of the Copper Camps, and it was clear the town was going to be here awhile. By the late 1890s, it was the biggest city between St. Louis and San Francisco, with three opera houses, a trolley line, and banks full of cash. Then a world war happened, and then another, all of which only increased the wealth of the mine. Eventually the architecture began to reflect a people able to invest in their community: churches, schools, and three-story brick commercial buildings selling the finest clothes and products. The fact that these buildings still stand is a testament to Bisbee’s past prosperity. Many of the copper camps that sprung up around the same time are long gone, dismantled by the wind and violent floods that hit Arizona every summer.

The miners who worked the camp were largely veterans of America’s twentieth-century wars—World Wars I and II, Korea, and Vietnam. As Bisbee became a town that wouldn’t go away, the vets returned from the wars and got jobs. It became a blue-collar life in a mountain paradise on the border of Mexico.

Most people, tourists and locals alike, arrive in Bisbee by driving south from Tucson, a route that makes the driver climb up Banning Canyon for several miles before reaching the longest tunnel in Arizona. On the other side of the tunnel is Bisbee, which at first sight looks like a mismatch of houses hugging the canyon walls of both Tombstone and Zacatecas Canyons, like scorpion babies clinging to their mother’s belly. And when it rains, the town hugs a bit tighter to those canyon walls, for everything here has a way of tilting toward the pit.

My first visit to Bisbee was in 1996. I was living in Tucson and rode my motorcycle down on a winter day. It snowed that night and I was stuck for three days before I could get back to Tucson. Content with being stuck in what seemed like a town from the nineteenth century, I walked streets curled around the hillsides with no particular plan in mind. I walked up and down stairs and peeked into homes that had no architectural resemblance to the neighbors on either side. And the mine, covered in snow, seemed like a dormant hole, something that would be taken care of at a later day by some federal agency—a cleanup project. I thought I could enjoy living in Bisbee and was curious who actually lived there.

When the mine closed in 1975, the miners left town in such a hurry that homes could be bought for less than $1,000. With Vietnam over, Bisbee now attracted a steady flow of counterculture types wanting to be as far away from the Man as possible. Suffice it to say there is also a minority of the population that subsists off the government in the form of a Section 8 check, or more commonly known around town as the “crazy check.”

On slow days, Bisbee is one of those towns that feel as if the only people who occupy it are the merchants who make a living off the steady trickle of tourists. What I didn’t know then, and would take years to discover, is the wide range of people who live here: ranchers, hippies, drunks, retired miners, bird freaks, web designers, authors, and defense contractors working at nearby Fort Huachuca, one of the army’s bases for satellite intelligence and drone technology. We have the small-town drug dealers peddling meth and pot at the local bars, and because of our proximity to the border, we have a steady supply of mules looking for a quick buck by carrying pot across the border. Scattered throughout Bisbee are also New Agers, crystal worshippers, millionaire investors, retired car company executives, celebrity comics, famous photographers, sculptors, painters, and day laborers, half of whom seem to have an art studio attached to their own house. And let’s not forget the man standing vigil at various street corners for the last decade with a sign that reads NEED WORK. I HATE LIARS SO DON’T TALK TO ME.

One of the more interesting types that live in Bisbee are the rock hounds who migrate to Bisbee with hopes of finding easy money beneath a few layers of dirt. Almost clannish, these men generally stick together in small groups, afraid their “secrets” may be found out. They scramble over the tailing piles in the dark of night with flashlights hidden under coats, hoping to avoid the night watchman. They are not looking for veins of gold or copper, which would be too much to ask. They will settle for a piece of turquoise or anything resembling a shining gem. In my experience, these men are not after honest work. Instead, they are looking for an easy buck and end up spending their entire time working for the hardest dollar ever made. They are more desperate than the street-corner panhandler. Picking up cans on the side of the road would be more lucrative than anything they find.

As time goes by they recede further into a maze of paranoia and delusion, confident the next big thing is waiting for them, tomorrow. I know one resident who spent years digging a dangerously deep hole in his backyard, often enticing young miner wannabes to dig his hole for him, usually in exchange for a hit off his bong. Later, when I see some of these rock hounds in the bar they are covered in dirt, bragging about how hard their day was, when in reality it was spent high as a kite talking to a fellow rock hound about striking it rich one day. Meanwhile, I can always rely on them to turn to me and ask, “Buy me a beer today? I will return the favor one day in spades.”

In the past decade I have been to parties in one-room miner shacks, abandoned mine shafts, a rock house built into the side of a mountain, and mansions that resemble the old-money estates of Boston and Philadelphia, both cities from which the original elite of Bisbee emigrated and built the large homes sitting on a part of town called the Vista. Of course the homes aren’t worth as much as they should be, because a hundred-foot-tall pile of decaying waste from the mine abuts their backyards.

*   *   *

Here is a story told by longtime residents of Bisbee. One Saturday in the 1950s, a man stepped out of a whorehouse on Brewery Gulch, one of the two main streets in town. It was late July and the yearly monsoon had been beating down for days. The torrential rain was falling sideways, but he had to get back to the mine. He took his first step onto the street and the water hit him like a wall of cement. As he washed down Brewery Gulch, some people reached out, but no one could get a grip on him. There was not a chance of stopping him as he tumbled down the street with tons of rocks and boulders pouring off the mountain. Down by the Stock Exchange Bar, he tried to grab something, anything, but the current was too strong. Who knows if he had time to see the large hole that disappears under the highway? They found him the next day, dead, hundreds of feet down in the mine.

Today a large steel grate covers the hole under the road. It prevents teenage skateboarders and wandering drunks from getting swept into the pit by flash floods.

Every small town possesses certain intangibles that manage to unite its people. In the case of Bisbee, it is the aforementioned crater on the southern edge of town simply known as the Pit. It sits at the edge of town like a cancerous tumor that no one wants to talk about. Measuring half a mile wide, almost one mile long, and 950 feet deep, the hole was once an open-pit mine, where miners found gold, lead, zinc, turquoise, uranium, and silver. But the big money was always copper. By the time Phelps Dodge turned off the machines in 1975, the Pit had produced more than $8 billion in copper.

There is no graceful interval in the landscape between what locals call Old Bisbee—the historical downtown district—and this large man-made crater, which looms a half mile from my house like a giant sinkhole. To the casual tourists, the Pit takes them by surprise. As they drive toward Mexico, the earth suddenly falls away, nine hundred feet off the side of the highway.

To live in Bisbee one must accept the Pit as part of one’s life. It defines each resident’s sense of geography and creeps into the town’s daily language. If a local gives directions to a tourist anywhere east or south of town, his first words invariably contain the words, “Once you drive past the Pit . . .” If I drive to the only supermarket in town, I pass the Pit. If I go to the hardware store, I pass the Pit. If I go to the vet, the ballpark, Mexico, the breakfast café, the cemetery, any of the town’s schools, or to the dump, I pass this massive hole in the ground. In a single day, I may pass by the Pit half a dozen times. And yet, shockingly, in only a matter of months of living in Bisbee, the Pit does not exist as a large hole, only as a blank canvas upon which our eyes paint sky and mountains. Soon this enormous scar in the earth becomes the same as the tree at the end of the block, or a traffic light, or an old barn everyone uses as a local landmark.

Halfway around the Pit, on Highway 80, exists a turnout with a single monument that states the proper name of the crater: Lavender Pit, named after Harrison Lavender, who served as the vice president and general manager of Phelps Dodge in 1950. While the majority of Bisbee mines had been underground, open-pit mining had also been used in Bisbee beginning in 1917, but the operation was small by comparison to what Lavender Pit would eventually become.

By the mine’s closure in 1975, miners had dug a total of twenty-seven hundred miles of underground tunnels in an area of three square miles, and to a depth of three thousand feet. Aboveground, in Lavender Pit, 86 million tons of ore were extracted from the earth, and from this ore 600,000 tons of copper were produced, meaning the copper yield averaged 0.7 percent per ton of dirt, a relatively high yield. There was a lot of dirt, some 256 million tons of waste, most of which still exists in and around Bisbee. In the Warren district, which is on the other side of the pit from Old Bisbee, where I live, sits dump pile number 9, a hundred-foot-tall mound of pulverized rock that bleeds red and sits up next to people’s backyards. Many people think that pile is just dirt from the earth, when really part of it is Sacramento Hill, which once rose out of the Mule Mountain chain like a singular island, with a bold red hue, a geological signature to early prospectors that a special mineralization lay underground.

At the turnout, tourists stop to take photos of the dormant open-pit mine. But like all the tourists before them, they can never fully capture the enormous size of this hole in the earth. They go home and see some red rock with hints of orange and brown in their photo. The rest of the picture is mostly shadow as the hole swallows up the sun.

But the tourists do come, from all corners of the globe. Some come for the weather, and some come to see an old mining town that still exists. Almost all of them take the mine tour, a two-hour trip inside the old underground Copper Queen. I took the mine tour, which begins by straddling a small-gauge train and traveling a thousand feet into the mountain. The ride is pitch-black, and once the train stops inside the mountain, two retired miners lead the tour up wooden staircases into an old stope hole—a large cavern miners created by using dynamite and then cleared using jackhammers to chip away at the rock ore containing copper.

I asked the two elderly miners, who both worked underground in Bisbee until the closure, about miners carrying out valuable minerals in their lunch boxes, minerals such as malachite, azurite, and an extremely rare form of turquoise known as Bisbee Blue.

One of the men smiled and looked around the room, as if checking if anyone else was listening.

“I won’t deny it. If it was there, we took it,” he said. “And why not?”

I thought of how theft always plays a part of the mining process. In diamond mines throughout the world, workers have to be searched after every shift. Today, in almost all mines, regardless of the mineral, workers are monitored for even the smallest infraction. But copper mines rarely see any theft of actual copper because the quality of ore is so low that a single miner would have to steal several tons of ore to make even $100. For reasons having to do with economy of scale, Bisbee Blue held no interest to the executives of Phelps Dodge, but on the open market this turquoise was an extremely valuable commodity.

“You always knew when someone was taking something home. The arm holding the lunch pail was swinging with a lot of weight. But most of the shift bosses for the company were in on it. They all took a piece of the action.”

Back then miners would travel to Tucson on their day off and sell the Bisbee Blue to a gemologist for use in jewelry. Today, Bisbee Blue remains one of the rarest and most expensive forms of turquoise in existence. Other than a few merchants in the Southwest, retired miners are the sole remaining source of the mineral.

*   *   *

Oddly enough, there are educational benefits to driving by an open-pit mine every day. It allows me to enjoy a geological journey through Earth’s crust. For the few minutes it takes to round the pit, the car glides through a narrow stretch of Highway 80, effectively trapping me inside a cross section of what used to be a mountain. The eerily strange but rich mix of reds, purples, oranges, browns, grays, and pinks doesn’t exist on the surface. Out the driver’s side window remain the claw marks of the machinery that tore into the mountain, still visible as long striations running up and down the jagged rock. In the canyons that retreat from the side of the road, a deep rust color grows bolder as each year passes—a sure sign of sulfuric acid runoff, one of the single most damaging results of copper mining. The mix of exotic colors, which create a beautiful canvas, can suspend for a moment the reality that one is driving through a mountain that isn’t there anymore.

Outside the passenger’s side window runs a chain-link fence a mile long that hugs the highway. The narrow sidewalk turned burnt red long ago, again from the erosion of copper and acidic runoff. In fact, almost any natural or man-made object in the vicinity of the pit has a particular hue of red.

The shoulder ends at the fence, and beyond it shadows stretch down to where the sun can’t reach unless directly overhead. At the bottom is a large pool of crimson red liquid, a toxic cocktail still evolving. As the years pass, and the seasons change from one to the next, the water below often resembles a vat of melted crayons, their shapes slowly blending and creating new swirls of red, green, or purple.

Far off in the distance stands a tall triangle of rusting steel with various cables hanging down. This headframe indicates that there is a deep mine shaft directly under its apex. Seven such large shafts dot the Bisbee landscape, each one having acted as an elevator that lowered workers into the dark to work the mines. Not long ago, the company wanted to dismantle these large apparatuses and sell the metal for scrap. The town petitioned the company to leave them in place, something the locals in charge of the campaign called “preserving Bisbee’s mining tradition.”

Before reaching the end of the pit, you can catch a glimpse of the roads descending along its walls. The walls of the pit are actually a series of man-made “benches,” a term to describe the vertical levels of the hole. The benches, which occur every fifty feet, would be used as roads for earth-moving machinery and dump trucks. Once the miners reached another fifty feet of extraction, they would create another bench, offset from the last one in order to limit rock slides. The benches eventually drop to the bottom of the pit and illustrate how miners dug their way into the earth one decade after another. If you can get past the vast scale of this large geological scar, you can see small black openings just above the benches. This is where heavy machinery digging the open pit sliced into one of thousands of old underground mines, another reminder that this land was already being heavily mined for seventy-five years before the shovels started digging away everything in sight.

So day in and day out, year after year, I drive around and around the pit, usually adrift in other thoughts, regarding the hole to my immediate right as just another large boundary my car has to get around, a permanent shadow that my lizard brain has allowed me to ignore for so many years. That is until someone from out of town visits us and I drive in the direction of Mexico, waxing on about border issues, and they screech from the passenger seat, “What the hell is that?”

Then I am reminded that Bisbee is not ordinary. Most people don’t live in a town sitting atop thousands of miles of tunnels. Nor do they have five million tons of copper worth tens of billions of dollars just beneath their front yards, waiting to be mined.

*   *   *

Months after my arsenic-induced illness, I stand at my front window and stare into the clear bright night looking for answers. Snow fell last night and the water lines are still frozen. The garden lies fallow. My family has relocated to another house in town where Freeport has paid to put us, so its employees can empty the yard of all the dirt down to a two-foot depth. I am here to check on the pipes and adjust the furnace.

The plan is for Freeport to replace the yard with new fill and cap it off with topsoil. The problem is not the new dirt. I want that. With my wife nine months pregnant, we are expecting our second daughter any day now. I am just not convinced I want to keep living here, regardless of how much landscaping is done to our yard.

I am lost in a rush of thoughts of what Bisbee would look like if the mine did reopen. Dozens of trucks the size of houses driving up and down the road. Dirt and dust pollution creating a constant haze of brown over the town. Whistles and loud beeping noises of vehicles backing up echoing through the canyons. Constant dynamite blasting as miners dig an expansion of the existing pit. Just ask the senior citizens. For thirty years, the people of Bisbee stopped their lives at 3:25 p.m. each day, to wait for the daily blasting. School buses stopped on the side of the roads, waiting for the blasting to end. All activities in town were organized around this daily act of destruction.

An elderly woman who had moved to Bisbee in the 1950s told me, “Every day I took all my photos off the walls five minutes before 3:30. I waited for the blasting and then put the photos back on the wall.”

And then there would be the influx of new labor. Miners tend to be transient souls, men and women who move from town to town chasing the paycheck, which is generally higher than that paid for most other jobs in the area. Some bring their families; others leave their families behind and send the money home. The bars get packed with overworked men, never a good thing.

I must tell you of a ranch where I once lived outside Tucson, on the backside of Mount Lemmon, near the town of Oracle. I was paying $200 a month to squat in a cabin on the famous Bill Cody ranch. Old Bill had been a circus man, taking his cowboy show from city to city, continent to continent, but he was also a miner. Even though he blasted his share of holes on this mountain, he never struck it rich.

The mornings were hot an hour before sunrise, and I would stand on the porch and welcome the scorching sun, staring into the vast nothing of the Galiuro Mountains. The only thing between the mountains and me was a large smelter that rose out of the San Pedro river basin like two giant chimneys reaching for the sky. Down below, out of sight, was San Manuel, a company town, built in the 1950s. The copper ran deep there in an underground mine. The miners of San Manuel, when asked about the mine, say the “ore just poured out.”

At night I would drive down to the local watering hole: four walls, a broken door, a concrete floor, and a bar with stools. The place was packed every night with miners, mostly of Mexican American heritage. Because I wasn’t a miner, I couldn’t get a conversation started.

The one time I did, the guy asked, “You ever go across the border and get a brown girl and a room for thirty dollars?”

I told him I hadn’t done that.

“You a fag or something?”

He wanted to fight. He picked up his bottle and said something about bleeding me. I had no idea what he was talking about, but I knew I was in trouble. I backed out, keeping my eyes low and my back to the door.

*   *   *

Today in Bisbee my wife and I can walk into almost any store in town and know someone. The peace and quiet of the nights are broken up only by the chorus of birds in the early morning. If five hundred new faces were to show up, with their eyes and hearts locked on making as much money as fast as they can, I’m not sure this would remain the case.

Still, there is something to be said that we humans, given enough time and repetition, can adapt to living almost anywhere. How else does one explain people living near old uranium mines, or a few miles from a nuclear plant? The answer is simple. We subconsciously choose to make terrible decisions. Our brains shut out the very things that quite possibly threaten our lives. We block it out.

Or we move?

*   *   *

The first employee of Phelps Dodge, and then later Freeport, that I ever knew personally was Tom Weiskopf, whom I met playing a game of pool in the Bisbee Grand Hotel. I liked him immediately. He has a gentle smile. He usually wears blue jeans and long-sleeve shirts. His laugh is contagious and he never says anything he doesn’t mean. When I met him, he was the site manager of the Bisbee mine. Phelps Dodge was still the king of Arizona copper and no one had tested my yard for heavy metals. Back then there was very little talk of the mine ever being reopened. Then one day Freeport-McMoRan bought out Phelps Dodge. Months later a fleet of small trucks with Freeport logos on the side began cruising our roads. Not long after, Shaw started testing our soils. A few months later, Tom took a new job for Freeport and transferred to the Tenke mine in the DRC, the Democratic Republic of Congo.

Before he left, we talked about the mine over a few drinks.

“If it opens, the town will be a boomtown. It will be hopping and fun,” he tells me with his soft-spoken positive way of speaking. I disagree, but he insists that boomtowns are fun. He tells me there is lots of money floating around and people are happy to have extra cash. I tell him I think the town will suffer from a change of culture.

He laughs and tells me I’m overthinking it.

“Hey,” he says in a friendly way, “we need copper, and if this place has enough to justify opening up the mine, then I’m all for it. In the meantime, I want to work like hell to fix all the damage that was done before.”

Tom’s a geologist with an expertise in environmental reclamation, which was his main job in Bisbee for several years. He is most proud of the native grass growing on the man-made hillside behind the cemetery, which used to be a waste dump. The reconstruction happened under his watch and so far it doesn’t look native, but in a few decades and with some heavy rains I’m sure it will blend into the natural topography.

When thinking of living in a town where a mining company once wielded a great deal of power, and may once again, it is worth mentioning what happened in Bisbee in 1917.

On the eve of World War I, most of the mines in Arizona owned by Phelps Dodge went on strike. Organized labor wanted enhanced safety procedures and an increase in wage. The miners knew that the war in Europe was making the company a lot of money, and they wanted a piece of the pie.

As the strikes multiplied, Bisbee followed. Soon after, the Republican governor of Arizona, Thomas Campbell, sent an urgent cable to the White House in hopes of getting federal troops to intervene on behalf of Phelps Dodge. In the cable, Campbell describes the conflict as a “pro-German” and “anti-American” problem, playing upon the fact that the labor pool in Bisbee was mostly ethnically European. With the country verging closer and closer to entering the European war, the company, hoping to break the strike and get the mines reopened, used an old tactic, one that feels eerily familiar in today’s political arena: It created a false fear for its own economic gain.

The White House declined to help, and so on July 12, 1917, Phelps Dodge, using the local sheriffs, merchant class, and various other vigilante groups that didn’t like organized labor, rounded up twelve hundred men before sunrise. This sort of operation takes planning and cooperation from multiple parties. The sheriff, Harry Wheeler, had the direct blessing of Walter Douglas, son of the infamous James Douglas, who founded the Bisbee and Morenci mines and was the acting president of Phelps Dodge. Together they hired the largest posse ever assembled in U.S. history, almost two thousand men, to round up the striking miners.

That morning they confronted the twelve hundred miners. Not all the men rounded up even worked for the mine, but in the confusion it didn’t matter. They were seen as “sympathizers.” The vigilantes marched their captives down to the Warren baseball park, which must have taken a few hours. Meanwhile the sheriff asked for, and received, the blessing of the El Paso and Southwestern railroads to supply a train to act as a rolling jail. The miners and the “sympathizers” were loaded onto cattle cars and railroaded sixteen hours through the desert to Hermanas, New Mexico. From there they were sent to Columbus, New Mexico, where they stayed almost three months living off army rations as the courts tried to figure out their fate. Before being dropped off in the middle of the New Mexico borderlands, they were warned never to return to Bisbee.

The deportation reshaped Bisbee’s labor pool but didn’t stop the sheriff and Phelps Dodge from imposing vigilante law. For several months the sheriff posted armed guards on all entries and exits to Bisbee and Douglas. People were given passports, made by the sheriff and the Citizens’ Protective League, a vigilante group founded by Phelps Dodge. Finally the federal government did step in and arrested two dozen Phelps Dodge executives and the sheriff for kidnapping.

Not one went to jail or paid a fine. And Bisbee was never quite the same after that. Walter Douglas remained the president of Phelps Dodge and didn’t flinch from this event. He was also the president of the American Mining Congress, where he promised to break every union in every mine. After the deportations of Bisbee, he didn’t hide behind a wall of lawyers and public relations people, as is the norm today. He walked the halls of Phoenix and Washington, D.C., full of bluster. For him, the rationale was easy. He ran the most powerful mining company in the West, damn it, and he was going to run it his way. He seemed to dare anyone to tell him differently.

When I ponder how much power Phelps Dodge had in Arizona, acting as it pleased, knowing that the state and federal governments would not dare act against them, I am filled with contempt for corporate belligerence. At the same time I am reminded of a singular economic fact: With war raging, the nation and the world needed copper. For everything. Almost a hundred years later things haven’t changed in this respect. Copper is big business, and more important, it is a crucial resource to run a modern world, in war or peace.

Today the copper mines in Arizona account for almost 60 percent of the entire copper production of the United States. In 2009 there were eleven copper mines producing upward of 750,000 metric tons of refined copper every year, which added several billion dollars to the state’s economy and contributed to more than fifty thousand jobs, either directly related to mining or indirectly related to the industry through sales, government, and various businesses. Ten of those mines are in southern Arizona, within two hundred miles of Bisbee. The biggest mine is Morenci, the smallest Miami, which will likely soon lose that position with pending plans to mine directly under the town.

Although copper is king in this state, when I ask people to name a few things they think of when they hear the word “Arizona” the common answers are the Grand Canyon, the O.K. Corral in Tombstone, the Minutemen, guns, long stretches of arid desert on the I-10 corridor, conservative politicians, and border problems. Some talk about the beauty of the White Mountains or Flagstaff, but lucky for us, not often. Those secrets remain somewhat safe. What I never hear is copper or mining, which is strange because there are more than thirty-five thousand active mining claims on Arizona’s public lands. There are also an estimated twenty-seven thousand abandoned mines, ranging from small exploration pits to deep shafts filled with groundwater. And there are over ten thousand mines, prospects, quarries, and processing mills and plants, extracting gold, silver, copper, uranium, clay, gypsum, turquoise, salt, marble, stones, and sand.

I try to remember why I moved to a state so linked to mining. After all, I would never move to West Virginia, which in my mind is geographically beautiful, but also nothing more than a coal colony full of mining companies racing to clip off the top of every mountain in the state. So why did I move here? Or more accurately, why didn’t Arizona’s mining history deter me? The only answer I can think of is that unlike West Virginia, mining is not the first thing I thought about when I thought of Arizona. In fact, I never thought of mining in Arizona at all until I moved to Bisbee, and even then it was more of a fascination with the past, not a knowledge of anything happening near me, or in the town where I live.

Now I am wondering if I can even sell a house in a mining town that may reopen the mine. A dozen workers have been in the yard for two weeks. One of the workers has been a miner for twenty years and tells me he really likes our house and that reclaiming yards is better than driving a crane inside an open pit. He has been away from Bisbee for decades, working in operational mines, but couldn’t pass up the chance to come back. “It is a special place, not a normal mining town.” He does metal sculpting in the evenings and on weekends and has had family working in the mining business for sixty years. I don’t ask him any questions; he just wants to share with me.

The poisons in my soil have stirred something inside me, both as a parent and a resident. I have become a student again. During the day I scour the library for old books on Bisbee. I devour charts, documents, anything to understand the correlation between the mine and my backyard. I feel like I have been blindsided. When debating whether to live in Bisbee, I kept reminding myself that it always was a mining town. But then I convince myself that was a long time ago, and today it is not. Of course I know that is not true, but I want it to be. I was more focused on the new and vibrant community that thrives here. I live in a quiet neighborhood with interesting and eccentric neighbors. And it’s the only liberal town in Cochise County, one of the most conservative counties in Arizona. This is the place where the Minutemen gather to have playdates with one another, sitting in their foldout chairs along the border, playing sheriff. This is where politicians come from Washington to talk tough about the border, of keeping America safe. They don’t actually come to Bisbee, but they circle it in helicopters and then drive to the ranch areas, feeding on the rage that simmers in the rural areas of Cochise County. One day they built a taller fence, hired more agents, and made it is impossible to drive north without going through border patrol checkpoints with dogs. Yet nothing stops the flow of humans going north.

For years I have walked the mountains and taken note of the deer and javelinas, and tried to differentiate between bobcat and mountain lion scat. And counted the dozens of wildcat mines along the trail, black mouths with tailings drooling down the hill. I think of the souls who walk the Mule Mountains at night, the ones who scratched the holes in these mountains, hoping to make small fortunes. Some did, most did not. Most died early.

In my house I filter my water, because why would I trust the water where a mine was in use for a hundred years? And now I feel like a fool. In all this time I never really thought how else the mine could still affect my life.

Some of the town’s merchants are excited about the possibility of the mine reopening. It would mean a small boom in the economy, infusing a steady stream of income. Many of the hotel owners are happy at the prospect, except for the ones who arrived in the hippie migration in the late 1970s. A few of those old hippie types keep telling me to not believe the report on toxins in my backyard. They say, “It’s all lies. This is just a way for them to test the soil on all our land. For gold and copper. If they find it, they won’t buy our homes; they will tunnel under the town and take the ore.”

I ponder the rumor that the company is looking for more copper in our yards. Most likely this is an overblown paranoid delusion of those holding tight to their way of life. I think of our second daughter, who will be born in a matter of weeks. I think of living here for two decades, raising a family. I try to convince myself that they won’t open the mine. The majority of the town wouldn’t want it, and besides, the only remaining copper is of poor quality that will cost too much to extract. But what do I know, really? Not enough.

The snow, as it does everywhere, blankets the town with a measure of calm. I don’t know the answers to all these questions, but I do know I have to learn more about my town, about copper, and about how mining companies operate. The following pages are the result of exploring the world of copper over a three-year period.

The journey begins in earnest by reading Exhibit A of my homeowner title. In this document I see, for the first time, that my plot of land sits on a mining claim called AL HASSON in an area of town called Quality Hill. It also states very clearly that:

Said Owner owns surface only to a depth of 40 feet immediately below the surface of that part of AL HASSON PATENTED MINING CLAIM, in Warren Mining District being shown on Mineral Survey No. 1387 on file in the Bureau of Land Management, as granted by Patent recorded in Book 14 of Deeds of Mines, page 415, records of Cochise County, Arizona.

J. Paul Getty died in 1976, a year after the Bisbee mines closed, but I can hear him whispering in my ear in a smooth, hushed voice, with the faintest hint of entitlement. He is saying, “You may own your house, but someone else owns everything underneath it.”
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The Beginnings

A land whose stones are iron and out of whose hills you will dig copper.

—Deuteronomy 8:9

I am on my knees trying to reach a lever to my water heater, which is located in my kitchen, yet one more building code violation in my home. I called the plumber hours ago, but he couldn’t be bothered to answer my call, not unusual in Bisbee. Many here work just enough to get through the month, and anything else is a distraction from the art of living. I would not be surprised if he is a sculptor or painter or bird expert in real life, and a plumber on the side.

Our house consists of two bedrooms, separated by a bathroom. There are also a kitchen, living room, and dining room, all divided from the bedrooms by a long thin corridor that spans the length of the house. This space has walk-in closets with small doors, all typical for a Bisbee house built in 1900. These were the first prefabricated houses, also known as the Kit Homes. Kit houses were a cheap and simple way for miners to build a house without actually investing much time and money in the structure. The homes were ordered from a catalog and delivered by train from Michigan. Off-loaded near Bisbee Junction, a few miles from town and on the border of Mexico, they were transported to the home sites in sections: walls, roof, trim, and so on. A team would assemble the whole thing in less than a month. They used no insulation and most of the pipes ran along the outside of the house, exposed to the bitter cold. By today’s standards, these homes are quaint but woefully outdated.
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