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The Tyranny of Charity1
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THE FURNITURE MAKER is at work in the shade of some box elder trees that grow on the slope of the road-fill out at the end of his yard. Two chair posts, held by a system of pegs and wedges as in a vise, are on the puncheon bench in front of him. He is cutting the mortises into which he will later insert hewn slats to make the back of the chair. He uses a sharpened screwdriver as a chisel, driving it with a heavy hand ax. Nearby is another sort of homemade vise, this one made by pinning the longer member of an inverted treefork into a mortise in another puncheon bench, so that the shape is roughly that of the figure 4. This he uses to hold pieces to be shaped with a drawing knife; he sits in a low chair at the end of the bench, holding his foot against the leg of the 4, by that leverage supplying the holding power of the vise.

From the tree in the woods to the finished chair, the materials are handled by no hands but the furniture maker’s own. In the process he uses only a few simple tools: a crosscut saw, an ax, a hand ax, a drawing knife, an auger, a pocketknife, a rasp, and the screwdriver sharpened into a mortising chisel. He also has a press that he uses to set the desired curves into chair backs and rockers. One needs to see him at work in order to understand how adequately his patient craftsmanship performs tasks that are usually done now by machines.

While he works, four of his children, who have come there to the shady place with him, play with the tools he is not using or swing in the swings he has made for them in the box elders.

Held in such narrow focus, revealing only the man at work and the few primitive tools, the scene might be thought to belong to some happily simple time in the past. But it is not in the past, and it is not happy. It belongs to the coal country of East Kentucky in the summer of 1965; it belongs to the tragedy of that country and its people, and to the shame, acknowledged or not, of what some still like to call “the American way of life.”

The furniture maker, who moved down onto the state road in the hope that he might sell some of his work to passers-by and travelers, lives in an old scale house once used by a coal company to weigh trucks. The house is built of rough-sawed lumber, covered with the rather flimsy material called brick siding; it has had no upkeep for years, and one can see that in cold weather it must be difficult to heat. The yard is partly a fill of coal rubble, dumped and leveled around the house, which stands bare in the hot sun. It is the most meager home site imaginable, starkly and heavily ugly, sterile and coal-stained and raw. The children who play and swing there in the shade are poorly clothed. Only the seven-year-old girl attends school, but the furniture maker and his wife will be dependent again this fall on the uneasy charity that gives away secondhand clothes. The furniture maker speaks of his distress over the presence of a “store” in the child’s school. The store sells popsicles and candy and such to the children, and it is one of the furniture maker’s cruel burdens, for it requires him either to send the child to school with nickels he can’t afford or to have the family’s poverty made painfully obvious to her—and all her classmates—every day.

Unable to live by his work, the furniture maker is dependent on the government’s welfare program, the benefits of which are somewhat questionable, since if he sells any of his work his welfare payments are diminished accordingly, and so he stands little or no chance of improving his situation by his own effort. Only the workman’s loving pride in his work can explain why he has continued to make any effort at all.

Getting out of the car there at the edge of the road, standing up to face that black yard and the bitter shambles of a house, you are inclined to forget the good you know of the place, and to be overcome by a foreboding of hopelessness that by being theirs is also mysteriously yours. It becomes a strong temptation to get back into the car and drive away, to take refuge in the thousand lies we have invented to justify the divine right to be mindlessly rich.

But once you have come upon the furniture maker at his work this initial pressing of futility is, if not replaced, at least driven back by the excellence of the workmanship being accomplished with those crude tools in defiance of the poverty of place and circumstance. And this is supported by the sight of a large well-tended garden down in the creek bottom; the furniture maker is attempting to sell some of the produce in a makeshift stand beside the road, and his wife has been busy canning and preserving.

There comes the awareness, as it still must come here and there throughout the Kentucky mountains, that as a measure of the depth of misery there still remains a height of pride—a sort of last stand of hopefulness shaped in a neat garden, a few flowers in bloom. It may be only because of this that the misery itself does not yet represent  the dead end of vision. One can bear the knowledge of the furniture maker’s situation because there remains in the man himself the promise as well as the hope of something better.

Though the furniture maker’s house and household wear the look of long poverty that is commonplace in the region, there are significant differences between his predicament and that of most. For while most of the poor have become so because of the lack of employment, the furniture maker still applies himself industriously to his work. And while most are handicapped by lack of skills, the furniture maker is a consummate craftsman. While the mentality of most has been conditioned by a long dependence on coal company and union, the furniture maker is self-employed and in full possession of the discipline and pride of the craftsman who is his own boss. And in a region, moreover, which has suffered a thorough social upheaval in the change from a dependence on the land to a dependence on industry, the furniture maker came to his work by inheritance. Asked how he learned his craft, he replies: “It come to me from my ancestors.”

The furniture maker’s predicament is that though he has work, it is work that is very near to being useless and meaningless. He is prevented, as I have said, from using it to augment his income from the welfare program. And he is bound to the program by his inability to make a living entirely from his work. He lacks, for one thing, a dependable market. Such furniture as he makes is either not sufficiently valued by enough people to assure a market, or the affluent passers-by who are his potential customers simply refuse to believe that anything of value could be produced in such a place. For another thing, he is so slowed by his old tools that he could hardly make more  furniture than he does even if he had more customers. It takes him, for instance, about a month to make one of the large rocking chairs that bring from seventy to ninety dollars. He can sell only three or four of these a year, and most of his time is taken up by articles from which he earns much less.

For fear that this will seem to anyone to be a sentimental defense of an anachronism, I hurry to say that this man’s work, particularly in his chairs, is among the finest I have ever seen. The chairs are certainly the strongest and best-made of their kind that I know of. They are beautifully proportioned and balanced. Such ornamentation as is used is modest, and tasteful in a way that transcends fashionableness. They are made to last a lifetime and more, and their strength is achieved without expense of grace. It is hard to think of a room, rich or poor, that would not be dignified by the presence of one of them, and impossible to imagine a householder who would need to condescend to own one.

This, then, is an exceptional man. But if his troubles are not typical of the region, they are nevertheless indigenous to it, and are peculiarly revealing of the region’s troubles. His fate cannot be separated from the fate of his land. Like every poor man in East Kentucky, he is suffering from the deficiency of schools and opportunities in a land sold out by the greed of its elected officials, and systematically plundered by the coal companies. If the truth were not already available to anyone who cares to know it in Harry Caudill’s Night Comes to the Cumberlands, it would be almost mathematically demonstrable that a land of such wealth could have been reduced to such poverty only by fraud. (The region itself is not poor; the big money did not come there to get lost.) That the land and its people  could have been so far brought down is explainable only by the failure of governors to govern and legislators to legislate and judges to judge in the interest of those they are sworn to serve—only by the subservience of our governmental ideals to the stupidity and greed of officials who have been willing to justify, by a spurious rhetoric of free enterprise, the right of the rich to get richer, by any means, at anybody’s expense.

It is not possible to escape the irony of the fact that the furniture maker—a man of skill and industry, whose craft is itself one of the valuable resources of his region and nation, and who is engaged constantly in making products of great beauty and usefulness—is destitute in America, now. This, it must be remembered, is the very man whose promise the American government was established to redeem. By all our public claims he ought to be one of the prime beneficiaries of our system. As it is, he is its victim. And if he, with his skill and his devoted effort, has wound up under the heels of the exploiters, what hope can there be for those who are less able?

The reaction of good sense to this man’s predicament can only be to ask: Instead of food stamps, why not tools? The food-stamp program, set up as it is to neutralize whatever income is earned by personal effort, is clearly stifling to ambition, making it certainly much easier, if not more remunerative as well, to do nothing. On the other hand, the few power tools that would be necessary to increase the man’s productivity (perhaps enough to make him independent of government giveaways) would probably cost a good deal less than a year’s supply of food stamps. The gift of tools, which would honor the capacity of the man to survive the troubles of his region and to support himself, would look toward a just end of the federal intervention in the region. The gift of food alone, whether or not limited to an established minimum, can lead only to an endless dependence on governmental charity—in which case charity becomes no more than a subtle form of oppression. If a man continues long in direct and absolute dependence on the government for the necessities of life, he ceases to be a citizen and becomes a slave.

The federal government has made no attempt to deal with the furniture maker in terms of his particular abilities and needs. And the Division of Arts and Crafts of the state government, which would be thought the most logical source of help, seems completely puzzled by him; his output is too small, the quality and price too high. The state seems prepared to encourage only such arts and crafts as can be mass-produced at dime-store prices. One gathers that the emphasis is entirely on sales, and that no consideration at all is given to the quality of the work or the integrity of the workman. The Division’s sole impulse in dealing with the furniture maker is to “change” him—which is to say, to diminish and cheapen him. His only hope, the Division feels, is to reduce the quality of his work in order to raise the volume and lower the price, or make something more marketable—souvenir whistles, for instance. Nobody seems to have considered the possibility that it would be most natural, and even most expedient, to help him to make a living by doing what he already does supremely well. Nobody seems to know how he might get hold of some tools.

The truth is that the furniture maker is the dependent of his region in a more meaningful and crucial way than he ever will be the dependent of any government. And the measures that will lead to his recovery are those that will lead to the recovery of the region.

But at this moment East Kentucky is caught in the relentless grind of governmental cross-purposes. The federal government is there, carrying out various programs to assure that everybody will eat. Under the circumstances, that is commendable. But it is commendable only as a temporary expedient. To be worthy of admiration in any final sense, government help will have to accomplish the result of making itself unnecessary. It must be acknowledged both by the government and by the people that the charity programs can do no more than the minimum—can only prevent starvation. An agency or bureau or institution cannot exercise taste and judgment, cannot be motivated by love or compassion, cannot value a man for his industry or his art or his pride; they are abstractions themselves and must deal with people as abstractions.

To give a man bread when he needs a tool is inept and unfeeling as to give him a stone when he needs bread, and this painful clumsiness is inherent in the generalizations of the social planners and the organized charities. Their most “humane” endeavors almost necessarily involve an attitude toward humanity that debases it. The tendency to deal with individual citizens exclusively in terms of the abstractions of their class or condition is to strike at the very foundation of American liberty, which was established to safeguard the possibility and the right of escape from such abstractions—the right to become exceptional. For the government to treat the furniture maker simply as one of the Appalachian poor is not only to insult and threaten him as an individual but to work at the destruction of the possibility that such craftsmen will ever live in the country again. To wage a “War on Poverty” in such a way as to encourage the exceptional to become ordinary would seem to imply an expectancy of defeat.

The furniture maker possesses the skill and the industry and the pride that make envisionable for him the personal triumph on which most of our ideas of human worth and dignity depend: the triumph of making a living in the work of one’s choice, by one’s own effort, by the use of one’s own gifts. And this triumph is completely beyond the reach of any government or bureau. It cannot be achieved except by a man’s own doing. What government can do—and this has always been one of the acknowledged functions of government—is to create and protect a condition in which personal effort is meaningful.

But having established and given extravagant publicity to the necessarily superficial expedient of feeding the hungry, the government seems to be doing little to bring about the economic health of the region. It can be said, in fact, that the government is tacitly abetting the further gutting of the region by the coal companies. The history of the greed and irresponsibility of these companies in East Kentucky does not need repeating. It only needs to be added that as this is being written strip mining is going on there at an unprecedented rate—in a silence of federal power that seriously threatens all corrective efforts of the state. And it needs to be said that this sort of mining involves not only the further departure of the region’s wealth, with little or no benefit to the region, but also the irreparable destruction of the region itself.

In the face of this crisis, which demands prompt and decisive action, the federal government has embarked on a two-year “study.” For two years, then, nothing is likely to be done. And the bulldozers will grind on in a destructiveness surpassing that of any war or natural calamity; the mine owners will grow richer; the people will grow poorer; the possibilities of the region will be steadily and rapidly  diminished. To anyone who has watched a strip mine being worked or has seen the results—the huge dead gashes in the mountainsides, timbered slopes inundated by avalanches of sterile overburden, streams poisoned by acids and choked with rocks and mud, wells made unfit for use, the land and the homes of citizens destroyed—this two-year study is baffling and astonishing. It is not possible to imagine why it should take two years to “study” a situation that could be shown to be critical—to anyone with a live intelligence—in two days. Here again one smells the stench of the political fraud and bureaucratic paralysis that have begun to seem as natural to the region as coal.

Since the federal government is the largest customer (through T.V.A.) of strip-mined coal, and consequently the chief depressor of coal prices and the chief discourager of the less destructive deep mining, one must wonder if there is any real intention to do more for the region than to ask the best and the worst to come together to eat out of the government’s hand.





 The Landscaping of Hell: Strip-Mine Morality in East Kentucky
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“No!” interrupted the doctor. “There is no peace and no rest in the development of material interests. They have their law, and their justice. But it is founded on expediency, and is inhuman; it is without rectitude, without the continuity and the force that can be found only in moral principle.”

—Joseph Conrad, Nostromo

 

I have had quite a bit of trouble with this. I know what it means. Our homes are being destroyed . . . our wildlife destroyed, our peace destroyed . . . our dead rooted out of the grave.

—Elder Dan Gibson of Fisty, Kentucky, at a hearing on new strip-mine regulations



AT FRANKFORT, KENTUCKY, last August 25 and October 4 and 5,2 there was a hearing on three new strip-mine regulations proposed by the Strip Mining and Reclamation Division of the Kentucky Department of Natural Resources. These new regulations were later adopted and put into effect, and now even stricter measures are pending before the present session of the state legislature. And so  there begins to be some evidence that the state government has at last undertaken a serious interest in one of the state’s most urgent problems. But since they face a powerful and determined opposition, the supporters of Governor Breathitt’s new legislation might do well to consider the attitude and the morality displayed by the mining companies at the hearings of last August and October.

The proposed rules, as was made clear, were based on the careful research of trained men. Their purpose was to control—if not stop, then at least reduce—the erosion and water pollution that have so far been the inevitable by-products of strip mining. The gist of much of the testimony of the Division’s expert witnesses was that the authors of the regulations had striven toward a maximum leniency. For instance, the table of standards that would regulate contour stripping of the steep slopes of East Kentucky was based upon a safety factor of one, which would assure control only under ideal conditions—the lowest possible safety factor. “To recommend a factor lower than one,” a University of Kentucky professor of civil engineering testified, “is to recommend failure.” It was also stated, without contradiction by the coal companies, that of the one hundred and twelve coal operations in East Kentucky all but twenty-two were at present working within the proposed limits as to extent of cut and degree of slope—which suggests that the regulations are lenient indeed.

But in spite of the minimal nature of the proposals, the opposition of the coal companies was inflexible and absolute. The company lawyers in their rebuttal made it clear that they would not be satisfied except by the defeat of even the least attempt to establish not only stricter controls but any controls whatsoever. They displayed no  disposition to compromise, and no interest in discovering less destructive ways of mining. (Their witnesses indicated that the companies spend little or nothing on experimentation that might lead to less wasteful methods of extraction and reclamation.) The testimony of the expert witnesses who appeared in behalf of the companies was peculiarly clouded and disordered by the assumptions and intentions of the company lawyers, and by the testimony of several coal operators who also appeared as witnesses. There was a very obvious intent to use scientific evidence to prove that the best method of mining is the one that is most profitable, and that the best method of reclamation is the one that is cheapest. There was much yielding to the temptation to present theory and opinion as fact, and to look upon the failure to discover a remedy as proof that there is no remedy.

The testimony of one after another of the company witnesses turned on the same two arguments: (1) Any regulation that would reduce profit would be wrong; (2) control is impossible, in any case, because of the diversity of mining conditions (“every job is different”). I believe that most, if not all, of the scientists repeated the second argument, as if ignorant or oblivious or the moral and legal—and scientific—implications. One of them, F. A. Braley of Pittsburgh, a former member of the Ohio River Valley Sanitation Commission, testified that there is not much that can be done about acid water from the mines (“a very minor factor as far as water pollution is concerned”): “Best thing to do is pay for the fish that you kill and forget about it.” And one of the engineers admitted that he had got his figures, in connection with an alternative proposal that would favor the coal operators, from the coal operators.

Instead of the proposed maximums of a solid-bench3 width of sixty feet on a slope of thirty degrees, the operators almost unanimously asked for a solid bench of one hundred and seventy-five feet on a slope of thirty-five degrees. At least one of them suggested regulations that, under cross-examination, proved to be not only more lenient than the one proposed, but even more lenient than the ones already in effect.

There was in the statements and questions of the coal company attorneys, and in the testimony of the operators, the unmistakable implication that anything can be justified by profit; that a man may own the land in the same sense in which he would own a piece of furniture or a suit of clothes; it is his to exploit, misuse, or destroy altogether should he decide that to do so would be economically feasible. The question of the morality of any practice, for these men, has been completely replaced by the question of its profitability: if it makes money, it is good; if it makes money for them, they are doomed and eager to defend it. Evident in the testimony of some was the assumption that the steep mountainsides, now being ruined on an almost unbelievable scale and at great speed, are good for nothing else.

In short, the strategy of the coal companies was simply to ignore or redefine the issue. The issue, so far as the Division was concerned, was to determine how much control there should be. The coal companies hardly bothered to deal with that question. The issue they persisted in raising and speaking to was whether or not there should be any control at all.

At the close of the hearing one of the company lawyers rose to offer the “assurance” that, though the operators are working for profit, they do not wish to do so at  the expense of the public welfare, or the welfare of their neighbors. They’re concerned about the economic factor, he said, because they operate on a narrow margin of profit. There are a lot of irresponsible people in the coal business, he admitted, but he predicted reassuringly that those irresponsibles will bring about their own failure. He did not explain this process; presumably they will be dealt with by the same just and unerring Fate that so effectively deletes irresponsibility from the legal profession.

If the formalities and quibblings of the hearing room tended to diminish the urgency of the strip-mining problem, if the rebuttal of the coal companies seemed to imply that the issue of control was extremely debatable and surrounded by doubts, one had only to travel for a few hours on the back roads of East Kentucky to acquire a knowledge that would show the coal companies’ self-justifications to be not only arrogant but vicious—and the Division’s proposals to be mild.

Standing at the edge of the bench of a new strip mine on the mountain in back of the coal camp of Hardburly, one can look down into a narrow cove at a house that might reasonably serve as model and emblem of the predicament of the whole region. As mountain houses go, this is an exceptionally good one. It has been well cared for. There is a near grassy yard with a hedge fence, and a garden. The slope above it has been planted in young pines. One can see, even from the height of the mine bench, that a man has taken a proud stand there, has put into the place the long and dear investment of his attention and love and work and hope; that because of the expenditure of himself there he has come to be in that place what he would not have come to be in any other place on earth. And one cannot stand there looking down without some sense of  the great value, the great human potential—beyond profit making and productivity, and all our other fashionable and belittling sociological measures—of that man’s response to the demands and attractions of that place.

But overhanging the house on three sides is the spoil bank of the mine. When I was there—in dry weather, soon after the cut had been opened—the spoil was already beginning to slide. As soon as the winter rains have soaked the ground, great masses of muddy spoil will begin to flow down the slope toward the house, destroying the timber and all the life of the mountainside as it comes. Since there is no natural law that protects the plantings and buildings of men, it is probable that the descending spoil will eventually destroy the stand of young pines, the garden, the yard, and the house itself. Or if the slide stops short of the house, the acid water from the opened coal seam will get into the well and make it unfit to use. It will pollute and kill the stream in the crease of the cove; where it once ran clear and glittering over the rocks it will begin to slide over a residue of mine filth—yellow, greasy-looking, stinking, utterly dead. Waters farther down will be polluted in their turn. And following the pollution will come the rubble and mud, filling up the stream beds, increasing the hazard of floods, destroying the health and the beauty of whole valleys. If the man of the house is not forced to move out of the danger of the sliding spoil, if in spite of all he chooses to stay, then he will live in a place as ugly and desolate as a city dump—the place, his life in relation to it, his hopes, his work, all as utterly destroyed as if bombed. And what then will his dreams be, and his hopes? How will he live then without a bitterness that will corrode and destroy him—and that none might dare hope would destroy only him?

Or one might drive up the valley road along Clear Creek at the foot of the same mountain—feeling the quietness and pleasantness of the pretty valley, and then coming aware of the presence in the tributary coves of the gray looming masses of spoil; coming aware that one is entering a doomed place—to see the story’s end, not in prediction, but in fact: a house literally swept from the mountainside by a flow of mud and rubble from a spoil bank. And below the house, seeing the sterile earth and rock and splintered timber already cramming in to choke the little stream that runs there, one realizes that through its comely valley, Clear Creek already runs as dead as a sewer.

Or one can travel the Little Shepherd Trail, recently built along the backbone of Pine Mountain to attract tourists to see the natural beauty of Kentucky. But even there if one wishes to specialize in natural beauty one dare not look to the east, for on that side, paralleling the Trail for many miles, the most prominent feature of the scenery is a huge strip-mine scar in the side of Big Black Mountain. After one looks to the east the mountains to the west will seem to stand precariously in the same storm light that surrounds the bison and the whooping crane. To look east is to receive the poison of a doom that one did not expect at all to come upon in the woods.

Most of the mineral rights in the Kentucky mountains were bought up sixty or so years ago, long before present mining practices had become imaginable, for as little as a dollar an acre. If the price were all that was objectionable in those transactions, that alone would be cause to suspect any good intentions ever professed by the coal companies. But that is far from all.

Most of these purchases were legalized by deeds that conveyed, in addition to the ownership of the mineral,  the right to build such roads, tipples, pit openings, et cetera, as would be necessary to remove the mineral from the property. The Kentucky courts have until now held that this right implies the right to strip-mine a person’s farm or tract of timber without further payment. In other words, the surface rights on a piece of property, the mineral rights of which are held by a coal company, are now virtually worthless. At any time it pleases, the company may overturn the surface and whatever is on it—timber, croplands, buildings, roads, graveyards—without paying compensation or damages. And the point is not that this is legally possible, but that it is being done. Now, in the mountains of East Kentucky, it is common practice. The following complaint, printed in The Hazard Herald on September 30, is not unique, but typical:. . . they brought a scraper and pushed red dog from the road over into my garden and yard. When I got after them about this, they promised to get the red dog off my property and to replace my fence. My fence and fence posts are still lying flat on the ground where they left them. . . . One of their bulldozer operators unloaded his bulldozer right in the edge of my yard, drove it over a weeping willow tree that was about fifteen feet tall, breaking the tree off level with the ground. The men . . . told me that this . . . operator had been shell shocked in the war so he didn’t know any better. So one cannot help wondering if all of these men have been shell shocked as none of them seems to have any respect for the other man’s property. Next, the culvert at Jack’s Branch was stopped up, by mud, rocks, and trees . . . and flooded my barn, my pig pen, washed  away a large stack of lumber, and washed out my chicken lot.

You can call their representative about all of this, and he tells you he has nothing to do with it. . . Finally I managed to get a couple of calls through to this operator, but he practically makes fun of me for trying to get him to take care of the damage he has done to my property. I wonder what this man would do if someone treated him in the way he has treated me.
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WHEN THE HEARING was being held at Frankfort, a number of boulders (as large, it was estimated, as sixty tons) were allowed to roll off the bench of a strip mine into the vicinity of homes; three families were forced to move out for a time to avoid the danger. No warning had been given. (An officer of the company whose mine this was, testifying in Frankfort, said that it was “possible” that such incidents might have taken place, but he could not “remember” that any had.) At about the same time similar boulders were rolled across a county road at a time when a school bus might have been passing, again without any warning to anybody. One afternoon a housewife discovered, only by accident, that a blast was to be set off in a strip mine immediately above a road that a school bus would soon be traveling ,and was able to call the principal in time for the children to be kept at school until the danger had passed.

The mining companies, then, have made it abundantly clear that they will destroy anything, they will stop at  nothing, so long as the result can be inked in black on their accounting sheets. They have been abetted by the mischief and greed of local officials, by public indifference, by state paralysis, by federal cross-purposes and confusion. Against them there has been only a local organization of small landowners, the Appalachian Group to Save the Land and the People, headed by Leroy Martin of Hazard.

It has become plain that if there is to remain any hope at all for the region, strip mining, at least in its present methods, will have to be stopped. Otherwise, all the federal dollars devoted to the region’s poor will have the same effect as rain pouring on an uprooted plant. To recover good hope and economic health the people need to have their land whole under their feet. And much of their land, seemingly beyond the reach of the bemused and fumbling powers that might have saved it, has already been destroyed.

To destroy a forest or an ecology or a species is perhaps and act of greater seriousness than we have yet understood. But given even a comparatively short time, these destructions will mend. The forest will grow back, the natural balances will be restored, the ecological gap left by the destroyed species will be filled by another species. But to destroy the earth itself is to destroy all the possibilities of the earth, among them the possibility of recovery. The land destroyed by strip mining is destroyed forever; it will never again be what it was; it will never be what it would have become if let alone. Such destruction—which can now be accomplished on a vast scale by a few men in a short time—makes man a parasite upon the source of his life; it implicates him in the death of the earth, the destruction of his meanings. Those men who  send the bulldozer blades into the mountainsides bear the awesome burden of responsibility for an act that no one can fully comprehend, much less justify.

And though violence to the earth must seem in the long view to be the gravest of their offenses, one is also deeply troubled by their violence to justice. For do not all our rights have as their ultimate expression and meaning the right of a man to be secure in his own home? When this right is no longer defended by any power greater than himself, his days begin to come to him by accident, in default of whatever caprice of power may next require his life. When the possessions and households of citizens are no longer honored by the acts, as well as the principles, of their government, then the concentration camp ceases to be one of the possibilities of human nature and becomes one of its likelihoods.

The new strip-mine legislation that Governor Breathitt is asking the 1966 legislature to pass would, according to the Louisville Courier-Journal, “come close to making the coal companies leave the land in the shape they found it.” It would require that, in mining operations on steep slopes, the overburden be piled back in the cut, rather than pushed down the mountainside; it would promote an interstate strip-mining compact to create uniform controls among the states; it would stop damage to private property and in other ways limit the surface destruction.

Today, before the enactment, and enforcement, of this legislation, some skepticism is still in order, but one must be encouraged by the apparent willingness of the Governor to risk measures based on an honest evaluation of the need. The new bills, if they are not so strict as some might have liked, are nevertheless more strict than might  have been expected. They are too strict, they too willingly risk a bitter fight and the making of powerful enemies, to be merely a gesture. And so, in a state where political conflicts tend to be purely political, these bills give reason to begin to hope.

What is particularly hopeful about them is that they seem to be an effort by the state to pre-empt its own political and moral ground. If they are passed and enforced, we may be spared the necessity of a federal solution. And that—in a time when the federal government is often not only the ultimate authority but also the most immediate—is a most pleasing prospect.

No one, I think, welcomes the intervention of federal power in the affairs of a state, except as a last resort. That seems the crudest of solutions. It is not a moral solution at all. In being forced to do what is right, men lose the dignity of being right. The right itself is debased as an aim and incentive.

A state solution to the strip-mining problem is, of course, less desirable than a personal solution. One wishes that the persons who own the mineral rights and run the mines had taken for themselves the prerogative of responsible and just behavior. If they had been willing to govern themselves strictly enough, it seems unlikely that they would now face the prospect of being strictly governed. But a state solution is, by the same token, more desirable than a federal one. The closer to home the correction is made, the better it is—the more moral it is.

Mining interests will, as a matter of course, bitterly oppose the new laws. They can be expected to argue, as they have before, that further controls will seriously impair the coal economy, and that to impair the coal economy will be to impair the economy of the state. Their  moral poverty is shown by the fact that this, their principal argument, has already been publicly discredited. It is now generally known that, while their profits are enormous, their contribution to the state’s economy is small. Their property taxes, for instance, are notoriously low, and Kentucky has not imposed a severance tax. That in the last three-quarters of a century coal worth billions of dollars has been mined in East Kentucky, with the result that the region is now a “depressed area,” ought to testify sufficiently to the real nature of the coal industry’s contribution to the state’s economy.

Another danger, not so much to the passage of the legislation as to its ultimate effectiveness and meaning, may lie in the idea of “control.” There is a possibility that the legislation can have its fullest meaning only as an intermediate step, leading toward a law that will abolish strip mining altogether. Nagging at the hope aroused by the Governor’s bills is the fear that the idea of controlled destruction may be as much a rationalization, as potentially a delusion, as the idea of limited war.

Still another danger is the possibility that the proposed laws will be looked on simply as a local solution to a local problem. Their importance seems to me to be much greater than that. They represent what may be the most advanced effort on the part of a state to deal with the problem of strip mining. But more significantly, they are part of an effort, still young and faltering, to correct our abuses of the earth. They are part of an awareness that the earth belongs not only to us but also to our children. They take a stand against a crippling and peculiarly modern discrepancy between power and principle, the predicament of men whose use of the most powerful machines is governed by a morality that would be barely adequate to  the use of a team of mules. The strip-mine issue brings to light only one of many monstrous possibilities created by the selfish use of principle—which is to say, contempt for principle—and by a moral climate in which a man can be, without discomfort to his conscience, only a coal operator, or only a doctor, or only a general.

In attempting to control the local activities of a few men, Governor Breathitt and his supporters have become, in fact if not by intention, the opponents of a widespread and widely respected set of attitudes toward life and toward the earth: the assumptions, inherited from the frontier, that the natural world is an enemy to be conquered and exploited, and that its riches are inexhaustible; the identification of economic license with political freedom, and the corollary that a free man is somehow morally obligated to get rich, his worth directly proportionate to his wealth; the willingness to be subsidized by posterity, to become rich at the world’s expense.

 

 

POSTSCRIPT, JULY, 1968: A LAND SET ASIDE

Early in 1966 the Kentucky General Assembly passed a set of strip-mine regulations that I believe is still the “most advanced” in the nation. At that time I felt some hope that the state had at last determined to stand up in behalf of its people, and to begin to correct the ravages of a sin against the earth. But even then it was clear that the new legislation, while a most necessary and welcome first step, was by no means an arrival at the promised land, and that, as a first step, it would be virtually meaningless without further steps. Since then two and a half years have passed, and nothing more has been done. It has begun to appear that the new strip-mine law, like so many laws in  this country in these times, has functioned as little more than a diversion to draw attention away from a continuing outrage.

In the mountains of Kentucky, as in the mountains of other states, the irreparable cuts of the mines continue to be opened in the steep slopes, the sterile heaps of spoil dumped onto the woods below, the streams and valleys ruined, the people dispossessed, demoralized, driven out. The overweight coal trucks still swarm over the roads between mines and railheads in defiance of the state’s law, but with the tacit approval and connivance of the state’s law-makers and law enforcers. The coal, owned for the most part by absentee owners in other states, still leaves the state untaxed. The property taxes on coal holdings are still paid on the basis of the most gentle of assessments. The coal country looks worse, more devastated and more hopeless, than it did two and a half years ago, despite the new law and despite the millions of dollars spent in the area in the War on Poverty. And on June 21, 1968, the Kentucky Court of Appeals upheld the notorious broad-form deed, under the terms of which the strip miners—who own only the mineral rights, bought at scandalously low prices before strip mining had ever been thought of—have been permitted to destroy the farms and woodlands and homes of the landowners without paying further compensation or damages. And so those who believed that the 1966 strip-mine regulations might loosen the death grip of the coal interests on the region are under an obligation to think again.

My most recent visit to the coal country of the eastern part of the state was at the end of July, 1968, and what I saw has filled me with a most oppressive and persistent sense of the smallness of human hopes before the inertia of institutions and machines.

On Frank’s Creek in Letcher County I talked with Curtis Collier, whose story and whose seemingly unavoidable fate represent, for me, the story and the fate of the region. The Colliers are people with an admirable mindfulness of their community. Across the road from his son’s grocery store, Mr. Collier has donated land for a park, and has built some of the playground equipment himself. When I was there children were swinging in the swings. It is a shady, pretty place, and the Frank’s Creek community is a pretty community. The houses along the road up the floor of the valley are nothing like the sagging soot-stained shacks that have become symbolic of the region—and that are indeed prevalent in the valleys and hollows that have had a history of coal mining. The houses along Frank’s Creek are modest and decent and well kept. They stand in clean, lovingly tended yards, surrounded by flowers and trees and birdhouses. Nearly all have good, ample vegetable gardens. Here and there one sees little white colonies of beehives. The slopes of the valley are thickly wooded. In the small fields of the bottoms there are good crops of corn. There is everywhere the sense of amplitude and health—the sense that humanity has made a success here, and that an American promise has been fulfilled.

But now impending over this community is the knowledge that the slopes at the head of the valley, as well as some of the bottomlands, are soon to be strip-mined. Mr. Collier speaks out of a sense of doom gathering ahead of him. “Honey,” he says, “it’s going to be awful.” Talking to Mr. Collier, and to his son and daughter-in-law in their store, one grows aware that a deep dread has entered into this place. The valley is tremulous with the anxiety of people about to face the death of what they have stood for and  worked for and enjoyed—the death of their land, the death of their meanings. The familiar mountain has begun to loom over them as threatening as a volcano. When their valley is ruined, what will they do, where will they go, who will they be?

I rode with Mr. Collier over to some land he owns on Smith Creek, a tributary of Frank’s Creek. We drove into a bottomland pasture of about ten acres, well grown in clover and grass. We looked at Mr. Collier’s fat Angus heifers, and ate some blackberries from a briar growing in the fencerow. Mr. Collier showed me the barn that he had built himself and filled from floor to roof with hay from the little bottom. It is an attractive, well-used piece of land, and it is a part of the basis and support of the life of an attractive and admirable man; badly crippled sometime ago in a mining accident, Mr. Collier takes pride in having needed no one to help him.

But the strip miners have already opened two seams of coal in the slopes at the head of Smith’s Creek, the stream has silted up, and Mr. Collier has begun a desperate and expensive effort to keep it from breaking across his pasture and destroying it. With the mountain torn open, there is simply no way of foretelling or limiting the damage that will be done by the heavy runoff from the rains of the coming winter.

It seems to me that Mr. Collier is a man of a kind that most Americans would claim to cherish and respect, a man of independent ability and pride and neighborliness. It is clear that American ideals stand very much in his support. But, I have been asking myself, what does the American government think of such a man? Will it sit by and see his land and his livelihood and his meanings all destroyed, and then offer him the benefits of the War  on Poverty? Will it then expect to be congratulated for its foresight and beneficence? Will it consider that he has become more useful to its interests when he ceased to be one of the supports and fulfillments of its principles and has become its dependent?

How, except by the utmost cynicism or indifference, can the government deplore the poverty and degradation of the mountain people while it permits, and connives in, the virtual extinction of their land?

In Perry County I drove to the mining camp of Hardburly, which has been the scene of a somewhat publicized community improvement effort. And since the time of my last visit there is a decided improvement in the looks of Hardburly. There has been a general cleaning and straightening, some of the houses have been painted, and there are a lot of flowers: lilies, dahlias, hollyhocks, zinnias, petunias, roses. But it seems a thwarted and superficial prettiness, for any amount of community pride in Hardburly would be overbalanced by the ravages of strip mining on the mountain above the town, and by the dead stream, as yellow with acid as urine, flowing beside the road.

From the town I drove on up the mine road to the top of the mountain, into the dumfounding waste that the strip miners have left behind them. I had been there before; three years ago I watched the bulldozers making the first cut into one of the now ruined slopes above the house and garden of yet another ill-fated mountain landowner. But it is impossible to remember it as it is; memory somehow refuses to accommodate the full dimension of the ruin. And standing there in the very presence of it, one feels one’s comprehension falling short of the magnitude of its immorality. One is surrounded by death and ugliness and silence as of the end of the world. After my first trip to this place I think I was most impressed by the extent of the destruction, and its speed; what most impresses me now is its permanence. Generations from now these slopes will still be a source of trouble and regret to the people who will have to live on them or under them. Such land will pass from generation to generation like a family curse, a birthright of ugliness and shame and diminished hope. Standing and looking down on that mangled land, one feels aching in one’s bones the sense that it will be in a place such as this—a place of titanic disorder and violence, which the rhetoric of political fantasy has obstructed from official eyesight—that the balance will finally be overcast and the world tilted irrevocably toward its death.

Shall we encourage the planting of flowers in such a place and feel that we have made just amends? Shall we believe that a man dying of cancer can be cured by wearing a bouquet?

As far as I have been able to see, the most legitimate hope for the impoverished areas of the mountains lies in the decent, modest, ample life of such households and small farms as those along Frank’s Creek. It has seemed to me that the life of these places, still vitally and meaningfully joined to the land, might furnish the models and the inspiration for a renewal of the life of the region as a whole. But anywhere that coal lies under the ground, under the present laws, these houses and farms and communities have no firmer hold on the future than so many bird nests. And when I look around in the hope of some power that might save them, I see only the state government carrying the coal industry on its back like a winking uncle, and the federal government with its forms and rhetoric and half-answers, preoccupied by violence as though the  destruction of Kentucky is to be compensated by the destruction of Vietnam.

If the governments of state and nation want to do more than prolong the death agony of the Kentucky mountains, then they must undertake the radical solutions that are necessary: a law forbidding any form of strip mining, at least on all sloping land and in all narrow valleys; a law to compensate fully all who have suffered from this type of mining and from the courts’ misconstruction of the broad-form deed; an all-out effort to reclaim the lands already stripped; a property tax on coal holdings based on a full assessment of their present market value; a severance tax on coal. Without these measures all efforts to feed and clothe and uplift the poor will have the emptiness and futility of cynicism.

I must say that I do not see any reason to expect that any such corrective measures will be undertaken in time. I am having a great deal of difficulty in believing that either the state or the nation will meet its obligations in East Kentucky, and I am certain that the coal companies will be no more responsible than they are forced to be. I am afraid that the region has tacitly been made a preserve of the mining interests, to be exploited and destroyed to the last valley. I believe that the American system has already demonstrably failed in this region, and I am afraid that in the governments’ refusal to acknowledge that failure and to act to correct it our system has begun a failure that is nationwide.

Since I left Hardburly I have been unable to escape the sense that I have been to the top of the mountain, and that I have looked over and seen, not the promised land vouch-safed to a chosen people, but a land of violence and sterility prepared and set aside for the damned.
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