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To all who make public media possible.






Preface

WE DIDN’T YET have cable when I was growing up on Malcolm Lane in Wayne County, West Virginia, but I still managed to watch far more television than any kid probably should. The rooftop antenna pulled down three fuzzy channels, maybe four on a good day, but they delivered local commercials and jingles so effectively that I can clearly recall many today. There was a dancing cartoon pig with a top hat and cane who sold meat. There was a car dealership with giant American flags (the kind of dealership where my father would later work).

There was also one commercial that I often thought of as I worked on this book. It was an ad for the state’s coal industry. Even as a kid, I remember thinking it odd that the coal companies would run TV commercials. Did they think I could pop to the store and buy a lump of coal? What were they selling, exactly?

The ad made mining look heroic (as it is, in many ways). As a group of miners emerged from a dark portal, music swelled and a male chorus delivered the ad’s anthemic message:

“Coal! Is West Virginia!”

Not just “part of,” mind you. Not just “important to.” “Is.”

As in: one does not exist without the other.

It was a bold statement. But I doubt many people watching at the time would have argued. If any industry could lay claim to actually being an entire state, surely it was this one. Coal ran deep in the state’s economy, politics, and history. The same is true for many other parts of Appalachia, which have been at the mercy of resource extraction for more than a century.

As I learned about and reported on the coal industry’s many ill effects over the years, from gob piles to global warming, the old song took on a different, darker tone for me. It carried a not-so-subtle message for anyone who would question the industry or propose an alternate vision of what West Virginia or Appalachia might be.

Only then did I begin to realize what that commercial was really selling: a belief system. The belief that no matter how much damage mining did to the land, water, air, and people, it was a small cost compared to the thought of life without coal.

If coal is your place, then without it, what are you?



THAT IS ONE of the questions the Ohio Valley ReSource has been trying to answer for the past four years. The ReSource is a regional journalism collaborative established in 2016, when seven public media outlets in Kentucky, Ohio, and West Virginia formed a partnership. With funding from the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, these stations hired a team of eight journalists. These public media partners are helping to restore local journalism in underserved communities, where, in many cases, the contraction of the newspaper industry has left “news deserts.”

The ReSource is also helping to tell the region’s story to national audiences in a way that is rooted in and authentic to the communities we serve. Rural communities, and Appalachians in particular, are often wary of how they are portrayed in the national media, and with good reason.

Because the ReSource reporters live and work in the places they cover, the resulting narratives better reflect the complexities, history, and nuances of those communities. We do not flinch from the many problems here, but we remain open to the solutions, and we recognize our subjects as people with agency, not simply victims of circumstance. As a friend once told me, journalism should be something that happens in a place, not something that happens to a place.

This book draws upon that body of reporting to explore the health, work, and environment of a place undergoing extraordinary change. Coal, heavy manufacturing, and agriculture, the very vertebrae of Appalachian employment, are all in wrenching transformation, and with that, the region’s traditional, rural ways of life are also changing. For many, those changes are not for the better.

Most of what you read here comes from stories directly reported by the ReSource team and our occasional partner on investigative work, NPR. Any information that draws upon other work is noted as such. We learned a lot in researching these pieces, and we hope you will do the same in reading them.



ONE IMPORTANT THING we have learned is that the very name “Appalachia” is so fraught with stereotype that it is often hard to see it with clear eyes, especially in this political moment. We hope to offer some clarity in these pages by spotlighting a diversity of regional perspectives and experiences. But we must ask a favor of you, dear reader. Please set aside any notions that you may have about Appalachia as a place apart, and consider it, instead, as a part of America.

In fact, we argue here that the resolution to many of America’s most pressing challenges lies in better understanding and addressing Appalachia’s conundrum.

If we are really serious about climate change, for example, the solutions must include those people who fear they have the most to lose in a clean-energy transition. If automation displaces more workers, as many experts predict, there are likely important lessons from a place experiencing mass economic displacement. And if we are to fully reckon with the rising effects of income inequality or the mounting toll from an addiction epidemic, does it not make sense to look to a place that has been dealing with those very things for decades?

Here’s another thing that we have learned. That old coal industry slogan—that this place is nothing more than coal—isn’t true. There was an Appalachia long before the coal industry and there will be one long after the last mine closes. The question is, what will that Appalachia be? And will other Americans recognize that their fates, too, are tied to its future?

—Jeff Young, on behalf of the ReSource team






1. Welcome to Appalach-America


CHARLES WAYNE STANLEY ran underground mining machines for some twenty years, cutting coal from beneath the hills where Virginia meets Kentucky along the Cumberland Ridge. He spent another decade or so as a roof bolter, work that kept the rock above from falling in on his fellow miners.

By age fifty-three, when the ReSource and NPR interviewed him, Stanley was disabled and no longer mining. But in his heart he was still and would always be a miner. Listen to Stanley and you’ll hear a common coal country refrain.

“It’s time that we be recognized for what we have contributed.” America owes its coal miners, Stanley said, for the sacrifices they made to provide the country power.

“It was coal miners that put this nation on the map,” Stanley said, growing agitated. “Without coal there would have been no Industrial Revolution, there would be no New York City, nothing on these grounds of this United States, this great nation we live in, if it hadn’t come from the back of a coal miner.”

Miners like Stanley are a proud lot, and rightly so. Billions of dollars in mineral wealth flowed out of Appalachia, on barges moving down the Ohio River to power stations, on trains winding north to steel mills. Coal fueled the Industrial Revolution and the great war machine that defeated facism.

But in the early twenty-first century, as America moves away from its nineteenth-century fuel, the place that powered the nation is falling further behind in key measures of health and wealth. Amid the collapse of a keystone industry and the rise of an addiction epidemic, many parts of coal country are at risk of falling apart.

Like much of rural America, Appalachia is still awaiting recovery from the Great Recession of 2008. Compared to the country’s urban centers, employment and income lag further behind in rural areas, a division that economists say has been growing since the 1980s. But the problems are more acute in coal country.

The Appalachian Regional Commission, a federal-state partnership, issues an annual report on progress toward its goal of putting the region on par with the rest of the country. The report places county economies along a continuum of five stages, from “distressed” to “attainment.” In the most recent fiscal year, 80 of the 420 counties in Appalachia are in “economic distress.”1 That means those counties have a mix of low per capita income and high rates of poverty and unemployment far beyond what most of the country experiences, placing them among the worst 10 percent of county economies in the nation.

Most of these distressed counties—more than sixty of them—are in the heart of the coal-producing region where Kentucky, Ohio, Virginia, and West Virginia meet. Another forty-seven counties in coal country are merely “at risk,” ranking between the worst 10 and 25 percent of counties in the nation. A few luckier ones are “in transition,” or getting closer to national averages. But in its latest measure the ARC found eighteen counties—mostly coal-producing ones—moving in the wrong direction, falling further back toward distress.

For the most part, the places that produced the most coal are those most mired in poverty, and they continue to fall further behind the rest of the country, even as the national economy expands.

For example, in its most recent report, the ARC found per capita market income increased and poverty rates improved slightly in Appalachia in recent months. But those improvements happened at a much slower pace than in the rest of the country, such that the income and poverty gaps between Appalachia and the nation as a whole grew even wider.

The region is also losing ground in many key health indicators; mortality rates are rising in some parts of the region and people can now expect to live shorter lives than their parents.2 Some counties in coal country have an average life expectancy on par with nations such as Bangladesh.

Poor health and poverty are not new in Appalachia, of course. Coal country is well accustomed to the hardships of resource extraction and the boom-bust cycles that have defined its fortunes. But this time is different.

Despite political rhetoric about a “coal comeback,” the statistics are clear that coal jobs are dwindling and, for most of Appalachia, they are not coming back.

And it’s not just the jobs. The revenue that local governments depended upon to fund schools and basic services is also largely gone. Taxes on mining and the value of unmined minerals plummeted as more coal companies went bankrupt. Many county governments in coal country face the risk of complete fiscal collapse. Boone County, in southern West Virginia, is among the most coal-reliant counties in the nation. Mining activity there fell some 70 percent from 2012 to 2017, and property and severance tax revenues dropped by more than a third. Boone County closed some public schools and limited basic services such as waste disposal.3

The coal bankruptcies keep piling up. By some estimates, two-thirds of the coal mined in the country now comes from companies that are in or just recently emerging from bankruptcy.

Some coal companies in a slump simply refuse to pay overdue taxes to state and local governments. This was the case with the companies belonging to coal baron billionaire Jim Justice and his children, which for several years failed to pay millions in state and local taxes for coal mines in Kentucky, Virginia, West Virginia, and two other states. That forced some strapped communities to make deep cuts in crucial services.

In 2016, when NPR and the ReSource first reported on the Justice companies, they owed roughly $15 million in a combination of overdue taxes to several states and delinquent mine safety fines to the federal government.4

While the Justices are not the only mining-company owners seeking to avoid or delay taxes and fines, two things set their mines apart. The Justice companies owed far more in overdue mine safety fines than any other coal companies in the nation, and, at the time, Jim Justice was also the Democratic candidate for governor of West Virginia. He won, and, years later, the Justice companies finally started to pay back some of the millions in overdue tax payments. In 2019, the Department of Justice sued the Justice companies to try to recover more than $4 million in overdue mine safety fines.5

But by then, of course, the damage was done. County governments had gone years without the revenue, and many were forced to make painful cuts. A report from the Brookings Institution warns that many coal-dependent communities face a “fiscal death spiral” as the last mines close: revenue dries up, services are cut, and more people move away, further eroding home prices and the local tax base.

The coal money is gone. Gone down those tracks, gone along those rivers, gone into the pockets of coal executives who now turn their attention to other pursuits, such as politics and luxury properties.

Jim Justice financed his successful run for governor in West Virginia, and his family owns the luxury Greenbrier resort, which hosts events by the state’s coal industry and congressional Republicans. Former Massey Energy CEO Don Blankenship, who served a year in prison for conspiracy to violate mine safety standards after the 2010 explosion that killed twenty-nine of his miners, has put his fortune into a run for the US Senate in West Virginia and is now mounting a third-party run for president.

Ohio coal executive Bob Murray, whose company filed for bankruptcy in 2019, helped set Trump administration policy with a wish list of rollbacks to worker safety and environmental protections. Kentucky coal executive Joe Craft and his wife, Kelly, gave more than $8 million in political contributions to federal candidates over the years, including approximately $2 million to Donald Trump’s campaign and inauguration.6 Kelly Craft is now Trump’s envoy to the United Nations.

Even some smaller industry players have parlayed coal wealth into high-profile real estate. Coal company executive Jeff Hoops, for example, owned a coal company called Blackjewel whose bankruptcy in 2019 was so abrupt that it left more than a thousand Appalachian miners without their final paychecks. Blackjewel miners staged a desperate demonstration on railroad tracks in Kentucky’s Harlan County, blocking a last load of Hoops’s coal in order to demand their back pay. Hoops, meanwhile, was planning a luxury hotel and resort with a Roman theme, complete with a theater designed after the Colosseum. Hoops calls the resort the Grand Patrician.

Even when the coal money was flowing, the region’s political leadership often lacked the will or ability to harness that revenue to support the sort of things communities sorely need now, such as better schools and basic infrastructure improvements.

Martin County, in eastern Kentucky, is perhaps the readiest example. The mining communities there dug enough coal over the past century to power eighty million homes and make millionaires of some local mine owners. But Census data shows that nearly 40 percent of Martin Countians live below the poverty line, and for years the county government has been unable to even reliably deliver a clean glass of water to many residents.

Until recently, the county’s aging water system lost more water to leaks than it sent through faucets. Customers complained of frequent service interruptions and discolored water, and their bills came with a notice that drinking the water could increase the risk of cancer. By the time the water system reached a state of crisis in 2016, the coal money that might have paid for repairs and upgrades was largely gone.

Across Appalachia the final, full price of providing coal is coming due just as the industry winds down and seeks to unload its legacy costs onto the public. As more coal companies “shed” debts in bankruptcy, miners often lose health and retirement benefits. The federal fund that pays medical costs for miners sickened by black lung is falling into billions of dollars of debt. State environmental officials cast anxious eyes on the mounting bills for reclamation of old surface mines, costs that will likely fall on taxpayers.

Coalfield activists here use the term “energy sacrifice zone” to describe the places where they live and work. Mountaintops were flattened, streams poisoned, and men and women laid low in order to provide the black rock and its few flickering moments of heat and light. The direct cost of Appalachia’s contribution to the country can be measured in damaged lands and diseased lungs.

Black lung, a preventable occupational disease caused by exposure to the coal and rock dust in mines, is roaring back in Appalachia, as a two-year investigation by NPR and the ReSource showed. NPR’s survey of medical and legal clinics in six Appalachian states found more than 2,300 miners have the most advanced form of the disease.7 Government health researchers later confirmed that black lung is at a twenty-five-year high, afflicting one in five experienced miners in the region.8

If a sick miner is fortunate enough, and fights long enough, he or she might overcome the obstacles of an industry-influenced bureaucracy to win black lung benefits. That might pay for a million-dollar lung transplant, which can gain a miner a few more years of breath. But there is no cure for this progressive and ultimately fatal disease.

Charles Wayne Stanley is a living, breathing example of this particular sacrifice. He made his point of pride about miners and their contributions to the country while visiting Stone Mountain Health Services clinic in Virginia, which serves miners with black lung. Stanley has been diagnosed with the worst form of the disease.

“Staying on oxygen twenty-four seven. Dying of suffocation. That’s what I got to look forward to,” he said. “I’ve seen it too many times in coal miners.”

Stanley watched his uncle and his wife’s grandfather take their last breaths, “eat up with black lung,” he said.

“You see more and more people now with the rock dust and black lung. Lot younger too. Used to be an old miners’ disease; now it’s young people.”

Listen to Stanley. Consider his condition, and that of his community. If you do, some tough questions soon follow: What does America owe to this place that helped the country rise? And what are the implications for the country if Appalachia is simply left behind in its fall?


[image: Image]
Appalachia spreads across parts of thirteen states, from southern New York to central Alabama. The heart of the region—central Appalachia—includes eastern Kentucky, southeastern Ohio, the western counties of Virginia, and much of West Virginia.





TWO YEARS AFTER his election, President Donald J. Trump returned to one of his most fervent bases of support for another campaign-style rally. In Huntington, West Virginia, he took the stage of the Big Sandy Arena, named for a local discount furniture business, which, in turn, is named for a nearby river that flows through the heart of what was once called the “billion-dollar coalfield” of southern West Virginia.

“We’ve ended the war on beautiful, clean coal,” Trump told the crowd. “And we’re putting our coal miners back to work.”

But as is often the case with Trump’s claims, the facts tell a different story. West Virginia did enjoy a modest bump in mining employment because of a temporary increase in coal exports used for steelmaking, but coal is not coming back as an American fuel source.

Federal government figures show total coal employment in the country was, at best, holding steady at between 51,000 and 53,000 during the first two years of Trump’s presidency. By the end of 2019, the Mine Safety and Health Administration counted fewer than 50,400 coal employees, near the lowest level of employment in the industry’s history.9 Despite the Trump administration’s many rollbacks of environmental regulations on the mining and burning of coal, the wave of mining bankruptcies continued in 2018 and 2019. Both the power industry and government agencies project that the coming years will bring still more closures of coal-fired power plants.10

This is primarily a function of changing energy economics, greater efficiency, growth in renewable energy sources, and especially the new abundance of cheaper and somewhat cleaner natural gas.

Muhlenberg County, in western Kentucky, is coming to terms with the Tennessee Valley Authority’s decision to close the last of the large coal burners at its Paradise fossil station. The place was made famous by John Prine’s song “Paradise” as the home of a ruined landscape that “Mister Peabody’s coal train” had hauled away.

Today at Paradise a gleaming new high-efficiency generator burns natural gas to turn turbines for power. Despite the protests of Kentucky’s governor and tweets from President Trump urging the TVA to keep coal power in place, the utility stood by its decision. Burning coal is a losing proposition, and many utilities are eager to phase it out altogether.
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The Tennessee Valley Authority’s Paradise Fossil Plant in Muhlenberg County, Kentucky. The coal-burning units in the background, in operation since 1963, are being replaced by the new, billion-dollar gas-fueled unit in the foreground.



That leaves many towns wrestling with what their future will be once the coal burners power down. In eastern Ohio’s Coshocton County, American Electric Power is closing its Conesville power station years earlier than the utility had initially scheduled. AEP is one of the country’s largest coal-burning utilities, and even it cannot wait to reduce its coal business.

As with coal mine closures, the county governments and school systems that hosted power plants are bracing for major blows to their budgets as the revenue that had sustained the local economy for decades disappears. Coshocton officials host worker training and education events, coaching longtime coal plant workers through the finer points of résumé writing and job interviews, skills many have not needed since they walked through the power plant doors years earlier.

But in Coshocton and other communities looking to turn the corner after coal’s collapse, all the worker training efforts do not generate jobs for those workers. Coal-dependent communities are struggling to fill the void of lost jobs and revenue and to build new, diverse economic opportunities. After a century of domination by a single extractive industry, many of these places are now saddled with the legacy costs of mining and burning coal and suffering from inadequate investment in infrastructure and education.

The effect is more than just a loss of jobs and revenue; it is a loss of health and hope, manifesting in shorter life spans, increased misery, and a growing politics of demagoguery and division that all have effects far beyond the region.

“If we don’t pay attention to the economic hurt of extraction communities and invest in solutions that show there is a viable path forward, we’ll only deepen the division in our country,” Brandon Dennison said from a witness table in the US Capitol.

Dennison is founder and CEO of Coalfield Development Corporation, a nonprofit in southern West Virginia that retrains workers and helps new businesses get off the ground. He and others working to diversify local economies in the wake of coal’s collapse had been asked to advise a House committee on how to make the transition to new energy work for those who labored in the old energy economy.

“We in Appalachia need to know we are valued, and the country needs to know we have more to offer than just coal,” Dennison said.
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AMERICA HAS LONG considered Appalachia a backwater. Geographic isolation and a unique mountain culture gave rise to stereotypes that made it easy to construct a sort of gated community of the mind in which Appalachia is kept apart from mainstream America. Often, the dominant cultural narratives present Appalachian people as somehow to blame for the pervasive poverty and social problems they endure.

Even supposedly sympathetic portrayals are often premised on the notion that some underlying cultural flaws explain the region’s woes. In J. D. Vance’s bestselling memoir, Hillbilly Elegy, for example, Vance seems intent on identifying the family and community traits that can explain the cycles of addiction and abuse that he managed to escape. But Vance’s up-by-the-bootstraps tale oddly ignores the larger social and economic forces around his family and instead emphasizes personal character flaws.

At the ReSource, we see these attitudes in the social media responses to many of our stories. Comments on stories about black lung disease or poor access to drinking water are frequently peppered with some version of how the people deserved what had befallen them. Have you seen how they vote, what they eat? Have you heard how they talk?

It’s a bipartisan brand of disdain, coming from both the left and right. Shortly after Trump’s election, Markos Moulitsas, founder of the liberal blog Daily Kos, wrote a post titled “Be happy for coal miners losing their health insurance. They’re getting exactly what they voted for.”11

Sure, Moulitsas wrote, it was bad that thousands of miners might soon lose health and retirement benefits. “But how sorry should we be for this crowd?” he asked, when they voted heavily for Trump.

From the right, Kevin D. Williamson’s essay in the National Review, “The White Ghetto,” provides an especially noxious example of this thinking. Williamson used a road trip through eastern Kentucky and a few thousand colorful and insulting words to pose the question “Why not just leave?”

“Those who have the required work skills, the academic ability, or the simple desperate native enterprising grit to do so get the hell out as fast as they can,” he wrote.12

Many do leave, of course. Out-migration from Appalachia is nearly as old as the region itself. But many can’t leave when economic conditions shift. Family obligations or falling home prices limit the ability to move to where the jobs are. In an era of wage stagnation and the rising cost of living in urban areas, there is also little incentive to move for a low-paying job in a high-cost city.

For many others, the deep-rooted traditions, natural beauty of the land, and sense of place are strong incentives to stay. Hard as it may be for Williamson and his ilk to grasp, many people actually like living in the place where they’re from, where generations of family lived, loved, worked, played, and are now buried. They take seriously the duty to honor a place’s past and care deeply about their community’s future. That’s just one of many ways the Appalachian experience challenges American assumptions about progress.

There is also a hidden cost inherent in the assumption of mobility, the belief that people will always simply move to find new economic opportunity. The places and people left behind are then increasingly viewed as unworthy of investment and attention, as disposable.

That may work out well for the larger society, so long as the “disposable” place is small and the people there have limited power. But what happens when more places and more people become disposable? What happens when the Appalachian experience becomes the more common American one?

Consider the implications of rapid advancements in technologies such as artificial intelligence, advanced robotics, and driverless vehicles. We don’t yet know how these technologies will affect employment, but recent work from the Brookings Institution suggests that if you drive for a living, work in manufacturing, enter data or keep the books at an office, cook or serve food, or send products down a belt at an Amazon “fulfillment center,” it is quite possible that the rapidly approaching wave of technological change will affect your job, your family, your community.13

In other words, the next “hillbilly” could just as easily be you. Appalachia’s experience with economic dislocation and social ills could soon be a much more widespread phenomenon.

Or consider the origin and spread of the opioid crisis. Much of the country is just waking up to the full extent of the epidemic, which now claims more American lives than car crashes. Appalachians, however, have had a two-decade preview of this disaster.

The addiction and overdose rates here soared in the early 2000s as painkiller prescriptions poured into small towns. People in hardworking yet distressed towns were primed for addiction by a potent mix: bodies battered by physical labor and spirits stifled by economic hopelessness.

Add to that the predatory marketing of Purdue Pharma and other opioid makers and distributors, and soon the region was awash in “pill mills” pumping out pain medicine. OxyContin paved the way for cheap heroin by providing a ready customer base when authorities finally cracked down on pill mills. Deadlier synthetic opioids such as fentanyl followed, creating what health researchers call a “triple-wave crisis.”

As bad as the opioid crisis is around the country, it is worse here. Huntington, West Virginia, where President Trump held some of his rallies in the state, had the nation’s highest death rate from synthetic opioids in 2017.14 In that same year, West Virginia had the nation’s highest rate of fatal drug overdoses, with 57.8 deaths per 100,000 people—nearly three times the national average. Ohio had the second-highest rate. Kentucky was fifth highest.15

In the three states combined, roughly twenty people died from overdose each day in 2017. That’s six hundred people each month, and more than 7,200 in a year. These three states represented just 6 percent of the country’s total population but accounted for about 10 percent of the nation’s opioid overdose deaths.

Health officials have a term for deaths from drug overdose, alcohol, and suicide: “diseases of despair.” It’s an evocative phrase that aptly connects the palpable sense of hopelessness in many hard-hit communities to the concrete statistics of mortality.

Through the early 2000s, OxyContin was known as “hillbilly heroin.” But the crisis crept out of central Appalachia, into struggling former steel mill and manufacturing towns of the Midwest, and beyond.

Today, diseases of despair that have long plagued Appalachians are so common in other regions that health researchers say that the overall mortality rate is climbing among people in the prime of life. The collective toll is now bending the curve of life expectancy downward, not just for Appalachia but for the country as a whole.16

The ways that Appalachian communities respond to this epidemic also, by necessity, reveal how the crisis is tied to economic distress and the fraying of the social fabric. Recovery from mass addiction will rely on broader economic recovery that truly supports community.



MORE PARTS OF THE country are also now experiencing the sort of concentrated economic disparity that has long defined Appalachia, and current research shows a correlation between high inequality and voter support for authoritarian candidates.

In October 2019, the Boston Federal Reserve Bank arranged a conference titled “A House Divided.”17 Some of the nation’s leading economists argued that geographic disparities in economic well-being required a new set of policy approaches. Lawrence Summers, former president of Harvard University and director of the National Economic Council under President Obama, pointed out the problems in coal country and linked them to similar phenomena in regions with wealth disparities not just around the country but around the world.

“It is the disaffection of distant non-cosmopolitans who live away from major prospering capital cities that is the source of populist nationalism, anti-internationalism, reduced global cooperation,” Summers said, listing Trumpism in the United States, Brexit in the UK, and the rise of authoritarianism in Eastern Europe, India, and Turkey as examples of conditions driving “increased incentives certainly to trade wars, and possibly conflicts going well beyond trade wars.”

Political scientists Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart write about the “existential insecurity” that arises when parts of the country are left behind: “The economic stagnation and rising inequality of recent decades have led to increasing support for authoritarian, xenophobic political candidates.”18

Sasha Polakow-Suransky, who wrote about anti-immigrant politics in Go Back to Where You Came From, warned that democracies “contain the seeds of their own destruction.”19 It’s a notion that’s been around since Plato first warned about the corrosive effects of inequality on democracy, when the demos split too sharply into haves and have-nots.

In April 2017, the eastern Kentucky town of Pikeville served as a testing ground for those ideas, and the extent to which extremism could attract a broader following in a struggling region.

The Traditionalist Worker Party, at the time led by a Maryland native transplanted to southern Indiana named Matthew Heimbach, announced plans for a rally in the town along with other groups, including the League of the South. Both the League and Traditionalist Workers have been identified by the Southern Poverty Law Center as hate groups, and both advanced an unapologetically racist rationale and remedy for the area’s economic malaise.

Heimbach saw the area as fertile ground for his message of “standing up for white working families.” Those in the area who still bothered to vote—as fewer than half the eligible residents in many counties in the area did in 2016—voted overwhelmingly for Donald Trump, something the white nationalists took as a key indicator of a receptive audience.

The white nationalists, about 150 of them, marched in Pikeville, but Pikeville largely looked the other way. Most local shops closed for the day, and while about 200 counter-demonstrators turned out to protest, most local people simply ignored the whole spectacle.

However, the Pikeville rally was just one of many throughout the region that summer and fall, part of a national wave of events that we now understand were a prelude to the mayhem and hatred that erupted a year later in Charlottesville, Virginia.

James Alex Fields Jr., the man who drove a car into a crowd in Charlottesville, killing one demonstrator and injuring dozens more, grew up in Kentucky and Ohio. On YouTube, you can watch a video of a group of white nationalists openly recruiting on a northern Kentucky street corner just a few miles from where Fields was attending high school at the time.

Many scholars link the appeal of authoritarianism and extremism to the disaffection of the working class, the decline of rural communities and the attendant addiction epidemic, and the growing geographic disparities in both wealth and health. All of these hit hardest and earliest in Appalachia, and all are now full-blown front-and-center crises for the nation as a whole.

These are no longer just Appalachian problems; they are American problems. Welcome to Appalach-America.



“I COINED THE PHRASE as long ago as the 1980s,” John Gaventa said, “what we call the ‘Appalachian-ization of America.’ ”

The clunky phrase fit what Gaventa, who is now director of research at the Institute of Development Studies at the University of Sussex, was beginning to see take shape forty years ago. The lost jobs and opportunity, declining social capital, and decaying infrastructure associated with Appalachia were becoming more common across parts of rural America.

Several historians who study Appalachia have since made a similar argument that the region is more a national bellwether than a backwater.

The historian John Alexander Williams wrote in Appalachia: A History that for much of the twentieth century the Appalachian question was about why the region had failed to keep up with the rest of the country in material measures. But today, Williams writes, Appalachia poses a different question: “It is reasonable to ask whether Appalachia may have led the nation, not lagged behind, into a future whose outline is only now just coming into view.”20

Historian Ronald Eller reaches a similar conclusion in his history of Appalachia in the late twentieth century, Uneven Ground. Appalachia, he writes, “was no longer the other America. It was America, and the region’s uncertain destiny stood as a warning to the rest of the nation.”21

Appalachia is on the leading edge of many of America’s major challenges: inequality, addiction, and the complexities of the clean energy transition necessary to forestall the worst of climate change. As resilient Appalachian communities respond to those challenges, they are attempting to build a different future for themselves and their communities. As both Gaventa and Eller see it, the work taking place in these communities holds the promise of elegant solutions that can address many problems at once, not just for the forgotten of coal country but for the country as a whole.

In small cities and towns where coal employment and revenue are disappearing, people are organizing to develop a more diverse and sustainable economic base, from promising new agriculture, from outdoor recreation, and from the region’s rich arts and culture.

Public school leaders are also pooling resources to use the schools as a catalyst for change. Teachers and administrators know they must prepare students for a radically different world than the one their parents and grandparents knew.

In the heart of eastern Kentucky’s coal country, twenty-two school districts serve some of the most rural, rugged country in Appalachia, towns and counties struggling with some of the country’s most profound economic and public health challenges. But by working together, these schools found ways to innovate in classrooms and maybe help the region find a new path forward.

“We are really ambitious,” Jeff Hawkins said. Hawkins leads the Kentucky Valley Educational Cooperative, or KVEC. The cooperative started with humble goals around 1970, he explained, as a way to provide driver’s education courses and purchase school supplies in bulk.22 But over time the cooperative expanded to teacher training and a wholesale reinvention of the classroom experience. KVEC schools emphasize personalized learning, team projects, and an entrepreneurial attitude that Hawkins thinks can make a difference in an area in need of change. “What we believe is that our K-through-twelve classes can serve as catalytic drivers to reinvent communities where we live.”

Students have been inventing new products, building tiny houses, racing drones, and coding software. Bill Gates and Mark Zuckerberg have both visited and come away impressed.

In one hands-on technology classroom at Belfry High School in Pike County, freshman Jacob Bowman and his team of students experimented with alternative energy sources. “People would be surprised by this from what their stereotype for people around here is,” he said. “Literally, we’re proving their stereotypes wrong.”

Chuck Fluharty calls the KVEC schools one of the brightest spots in Central Appalachia. Fluharty directs the Rural Policy Research Institute at the University of Iowa, where he has worked with communities dealing with economic change, from Missouri’s farms to Minnesota’s iron ore range. Fluharty said the situation in Appalachian coal country is among the toughest.

“It’s called the resource curse in economics,” Fluharty said. “When you have a company town, what tends to happen over time is you crowd out the potential of other industry to make a case for their future.”

Jobs in the mines and businesses supporting them took up most of the labor supply and capital, and little effort went into diversifying the economy or training the workforce for anything else.

In most regions that rely on resource extraction, Fluharty said, change comes gradually as an industry lessens over time and decision-makers look at other options.

“In Kentucky this hit almost all at once,” he said. Fluharty said initiatives like KVEC are among the best options to help turn the corner. But he and the cooperative’s organizers are also aware of how precarious the project is.

Much of the work happening in the schools is supported by a federal education grant. Without it, inequities in the state’s education funding system and the declining tax revenue base would make it difficult, if not impossible, to continue to offer the programs.

The same pattern holds true for many other promising projects aimed at retraining workers and reinventing local economies around the region, which often depend on time-limited grants.

The Appalachian Regional Commission is investing hundreds of millions in such projects through a series of grants aimed at communities hardest hit by the decline in the coal industry. But expert observers say those investments are woefully short of the scale needed to meet the region’s enormous challenges. Much of Appalachia needs sustained, large-scale investment in education, health care, and infrastructure to heal the wounds inflicted by a century of resource extraction and create a new economy in a region long stunted by the resource curse.

That sort of investment will require political leadership informed by a clear-eyed assessment of the challenges ahead, something that is largely missing from much of the political rhetoric in the region. Politicians who rail against a “war on coal” and promise voters a “coal comeback” are not inclined to accept the overwhelming evidence of the industry’s decline, the real economic factors driving that decline, or the real need to reduce emissions that threaten the stability of our climate system.

But the longer these leaders avoid the harsh realities, the harder they make it for the communities they were elected to serve. That message comes through in expert analyses of the coal industry’s future and fiscal implications for mining towns.

“While some politicians in coal-reliant areas may claim to have a path to bringing coal back,” the authors of a Brookings Institution report write, “such bluster is irresponsible given the robust negative projections for the industry.”23

The outcome will likely have effects far beyond the rural towns and rugged hills of Appalachia. We already see evidence that the country suffers when it allows a region to fall. Yet we lack any comprehensive strategy for an economic transition, let alone one that makes whole the places left behind. Many community leaders here recognize this, even if many elected leaders will not. They are making the argument that Appalachia can not only heal itself; if supported, it can share that success with other American communities that have fallen behind.






2. Bloody Harlan County: Then and Now


CURTIS CRESS SAT in the gravel beside a railroad track in Harlan County, Kentucky. Tall and thin, with a long, black beard, Cress is every bit the coal miner. Or he was, until a few days earlier.

“It’s part of my heritage, you know? My dad and papaws had always done it,” he said. “And I’m proud of that heritage.”

Cress had been at these railroad tracks for days, with little sleep. Not far down the rails sat a row of hopper cars filled with coal from his former employer, Blackjewel, which had been the nation’s sixth largest coal mining company.

In the span of a month, Cress and his fellow miners had gone from getting coal out of the ground to stopping that coal in its tracks. Blackjewel’s chaotic bankruptcy filing on July 1, 2019,1 left Cress and more than a thousand other Appalachian miners with bounced checks and unpaid bills, and largely in the dark about their future.2

“My family’s hungry, and I’m gonna do whatever it takes to feed them,” Blackjewel miner Bobby Sexton said. “We want answers, we want our money, we want to get paid.”

Blackjewel employed some 1,100 miners in Kentucky, Virginia, and West Virginia and nearly another 600 at large surface mines the company had recently purchased in Wyoming’s Powder River Basin.


[image: Image]
The first few Blackjewel Coal miners who took to the railroad tracks in Harlan County, Kentucky, in the morning fog on the first full day of the protest that would stretch on for nearly three months. The men were blockading a trainload of coal they had mined but had not been paid for.



Bankruptcies have become common in coal country, with major producers such as Peabody Energy and Arch Coal among the dozens of companies seeking protection to undergo some form of restructuring in the past decade. Blackjewel is among roughly a dozen mining companies to go under since President Trump took office vowing to bring coal back. Most of those companies have continued operations. In fact, as much as 70 percent of the coal mined in the United States today comes from companies that have gone through bankruptcy.

But Blackjewel’s bankruptcy was exceptional for its speed and chaos. The company owed millions of dollars to creditors and tens of millions more to the government in taxes, unpaid fines for safety and environmental violations, and mineral royalties. And then, of course, there were the workers.

Many Blackjewel miners learned from banks that their paychecks were bouncing or being “clawed back” after deposit. Days turned into weeks, and the miners had no way to know if they still had jobs or health insurance or access to their retirement savings. In a federal bankruptcy court in West Virginia, Judge Frank Volk expressed sympathy.

“The court is concerned about the employees,” Volk said during a July 19 hearing. “Where do they fall in the scheme in respect to recoveries in this case?” But that question remained unanswered for weeks.

On July 29, five miners saw an opportunity. A train full of coal was leaving a Blackjewel loading facility in Harlan County. Word spread via social media and phone, and five men clambered onto the railroad tracks to block the train.3

“If they can move this train, they can give us our money!” miner Shane Smith said.

The group grew to nine. Police asked them to clear the tracks, but the miners simply moved to a different spot on the rails and stood their ground. Curtis Cress’s wife, Felicia, used a black marker and a cardboard pizza box to fashion a protest sign: “No Pay, We Stay.”
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