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To 
Cora Bell and Bob Followell, Frankie and Henry Stilley, 
and all those who lived on Eagle Creek;

 

Richard and Jerretta Followell, 
keepers of our family trees;

 

Gary DeNeal, 
poet errant of the Shawnee Hills; and

 

in memory of Shera Biggers Thompson, 
who reminded me of the importance of family heritage.
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They who are strong have claimed an earthly peace
 Gathering their strength in this treasured hour
 When the winds hush, the muted waters cease
 And fog with misty wings has raised a tower
 Of silence as a harbor for the stars;
 When hills have cleft the sky with brooding peaks
 Thrust in the purple bowl, raised solemn bars
 Against all utterance, he who then speaks
 Shall in this mighty breathlessness be heard.
 They shall be heard, the weary and the spent
 The broken at the wheel, the fledgling bird
 Each grievous thought, each yearning here unspent
 Shall have its reckoning when the hills confide.
 They shall find strength where peace and time abide.

 

—JAMES STILL, “Reckoning”
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Strip mining Eagle Creek. (Photos by Jerretta Followell.)
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Prologue

IN COAL BLOOD

Something like a shadow has fallen between the present and past, an abyss as wide as war that cannot be bridged by any tangible connection, so that memory is undermined and the image of our beginnings betrayed, dissolved, rendered not mythical but illusory. We have connived in the murder of our own origins.

—EDWARDABBEY, Shadows from the Big Woods

 

 

 

 

 

I stood with my mother and Uncle Richard at the rim of a lunar expanse of ruts and rocks and broken earth. We had to protect our eyes. A dark wind swept along the ridge. Howling little eddies of fury. Huge trucks stormed in all directions. Blocks of sandstone abounded like nameless tombstones on a battleground of slate and clay. Colorless somehow. It looked like an earthquake had devastated the area.

How green was our valley of Eagle Creek, when my mom and I last walked these hills together. Corn and sorghum tassels had jutted out from the slopes like ancient signposts next to the barn that slumped with stories of accidental and nearly fatal hangings. Our porch was weighed down with tables of chicken legs and gizzards, catfish, okra, garden vegetables, beans, corn bread, and heapings of rhubarb pie.

The rolling forests seemed eternal in those days, protected by sentries of hickory, oak, maple, gum, beech, dogwood, and wild grapevines that thickened up the ramparts of Eagle Creek with the intrigue of danger. Pine was a latecomer, an entry of reforestation. I was told yellow pine was a sign of death. The pioneers who had first entered these Illinois hills would plant two pines in front of their houses, which eventually served as the wood for their coffins. Coffin pines, we called them.

Our family homestead, known since 1849 as the Oval Hill Farm, sat on a knoll in the eastern shadows of the Eagle Mountains, which withdrew to the upheavals of 400-million-year-old faulted ridges that were older than many American ranges. To the northeast, across the nearby Wildcat Hills that infested my grandmother’s stories of panthers and wolves, hid the ruins of the Great Salt Spring that fed the largest prehistoric civilization north of Mexico City and drove legal slavery into the land of Lincoln and Obama. On the southeastern horizon, the promontory outlook of the Garden of the Gods Wilderness area, one of a handful of such protected areas in the American heartland, retreated into the traces of the Shawnee National Forest boundaries that looped around the panhandle of our hollow with the intransigence of a national border.

On a clear day, as a child, I once pretended to be an eagle and took flight down the hill, rose above the forests, and soared beyond the Ohio River and Kentucky, which lay only twenty miles away.

“I can’t believe this,” my mom whispered.

“Beyond description now,” Uncle Richard said. “Just wasted.”

Richard was a tall, peaceful man in his seventies, still all legs, blind in one eye, whose soft Kentucky accent spun words with an ancient borderland dialect that my first ancestor had planted in these hills in 1805 and distinguished family from outsiders. My mom may have been his older sister, but she moved faster, had sat confidently in the passenger’s seat at the age of sixteen, while her father drove  across two county lines and left her at the redbrick wonder of Southern Illinois University with just enough time to get back to his place at the coal mines. She measured her soft-spoken words in an accent that left no traces of her past.

We could see the route of destruction. The first explosions had taken place in the summer of 1998. The coal company had set off the ammonium nitrate-fuel oil blasts in the surrounding Eagle Creek Valley, gnawing away at the edges of our family hill. One thousand six hundred pounds of explosives sat in each hole like a land mine, set to ripple across the valley with enough thunder to bring down the walls of Jericho.

In this last phase, Loeva’s place along the lower creek went first. She was still a teenager the first year she taught my mom and Uncle Richard at Central, a one-room schoolhouse on the muddy trail between the hills. From the porch of the Oval Hill Farm, where cousin Juanita would rest and put on her boots and lipstick before cutting through the forest, you could have seen the valley crumple into ashes, as if the New Madrid earthquake that had laid waste to the region in 1811 was returning for a second reckoning.

For years, our family’s homestead leaned down the crest like an overburdened hickory. Not anymore. My mom’s cousin Leon, the last occupant of the old homeplace, had told and retold the story until he could tell it no more, no longer cared to talk about it, no longer wanted to have the memory conjured up by outsiders like a living nightmare. He didn’t even want us around, poking into his despair, his affairs, a muck of betrayal that only he could fathom. He had just remodeled the log cabin for the eighth generation of our extended family set to reside there—had even put on a new porch.

And it shook with every blast. Permits were renewed and modified to move the explosives closer, until harassment became a  legally authorized tactic. Dishes shot off the cupboards. Frames unhinged. Every three days the machines moved in closer, carving a rusty horseshoe two hundred feet deep.

We were on the wrong side of the official Shawnee National Forest and first designated Illinois wilderness area border for one reason; our land possessed “resource attributes.” Our family hollow and hillsides were endowed with five rich seams of coal. Dekoven, Davis, Springfield, Herrin, Survant—quaint names that meant nothing to me, but that could change the register of any coal baron’s voice with glee.

Family names and so-called clans—our Colberts, Stilleys—had defined Eagle Creek since their arrivals as the first pioneers from various southern states in 1805. But in modern times, kinship had been replaced by seams of coal.

Both sides of the border, though, stretched in stands of temperate deciduous hardwoods: white oak, black oak, some beech, gum, ash, elm, hickory, and tulip poplar. In his letters from 1818, English settler Morris Birkbeck had described these same forests on his passage from the Ohio River to eastern Illinois: “To travel day after day, among trees of a hundred feet high, without a glimpse of the surrounding country, is oppressive to a degree which those cannot conceive who have not experienced it. Upwards he sees the sun and sky and stars, but around him an eternal forest, from which he can never hope to emerge.”

Birkbeck and his English followers, coming from the coal-fired industrial Old World, hated the woodlands. They had little love for our backwoodsmen. The collision over the coal and the forest, and the dwellers in between, had rattled the bones of the region for two centuries.

Now we had reached the final battle.

The Wisconsin glaciers that had encamped on the Midwest never reached our boot-heel range of southeastern Illinois. The  dense forests crowning our hillsides and hollow, like most of the Shawnee hill region from the Mississippi to the Wabash River, once rivaled Appalachia or the Ozarks for plant diversity. Some even called it the Illinois Ozarks. It was that rare main chain of mountains and hills to stretch east to west. Over 1,100 plant species, 270 birds, twoscore of mammals and reptiles. A sea of serpents; you could have snake-fenced the entire region.

The back slope of our hollow butted against Colbert Hill on one side, with outcroppings of rock formations and sandstone caves, and then dropped into the Eagle Creek basin, dotted by a handful of slumping farmhouses and cleared fields.

I can hear my mother’s voice. That would have been Dallas’s house right here. He’d put on his peg leg every time he went looking for work; stood behind the others so as not to be seen. We’ve made ice cream in that yard so many times. There’s a creek we’d jump and fall into and get wet. Alfred built the next house, and Addie and I would stay out in his car and listen to the stories on the radio until the battery died. Get so mad. Once he couldn’ t get the car started in the middle of winter, so he crawled down and made a fire under the oil pan . ’Bout burned up the car. Our homeplace was up here on the hill. Dad rose before dawn, milked the cows, did the chores around the farm, before he’d head off to the mines.

The rumble of coal trucks cut off her voice.

Before the blossoms on the four wild plum trees turned and fell, the explosions from the next valley had managed to crack the well between the barn and the old homestead in the summer of 1998. Debris clipped the walls, thin loess soil, and bricks colored the water like blue john days, when the rope broke on gallon jugs of stored milk in the well.

Then came the reckoning on our hillside along Eagle Creek.

After harassing and intimidating our last remaining cousin on Oval Hill, a coal mining company had bought most of the hollow  where my extended family had lived for two centuries and blasted away the old homeplace.

The throttle of machinery, an industrial cocktail of explosives, and a handful of large equipment drivers removed our Oval Hill farm and leveled the ridge by the end of the fall. Flattened the knoll to its knees, and then to ashes. The old pond, the four plum trees, the sorghum and cornfields, the garden, the barn, and the one-hundred-fifty-year-old log cabin were buried in a crater formed before the Paleozoic era. The forests had been torn asunder, in King James’s terms. It looked like a black amphitheater fit for an epic tragedy with no characters but receding trucks, bulldozers, and front loaders.

My granddaddy was a coal miner; he bent his towering frame into the narrow underground shafts under the hills in this region. Now this work had become the dominion of anonymous heavy-equipment operators, nonunion transients, who plowed the wound of stripped pits into scabs and then disappeared.

It was all gone.

We weren’t supposed to be standing on this mining site. It was someone else’s land now. Danger signs warned of explosives. The coal trucks left behind the tracks of tanks.

A representative from another company that had leased the land from the first coal company eventually arrived in his truck. He mistook us for a family on the other side of Eagle Creek and assumed we wanted to discuss making a lake as part of the mine’s reclamation process. He was halfway through his sentence before he reached us.

“I’ve been doing this for twenty-nine years, and every time we do this someone wants a lake after they’ve seen their neighbors with a lake.” His nasal midwestern accent blended the folksy with the devious; it seemed so at odds with our southern Illinois ways. He spoke fast, as if he had gone over this script many times. “Like I make these lakes with goose-nesting areas out in the middle of the island so the coyotes can’t get to them. And we’ll make nice peninsulas that come out. We make really nice lakes.”

“What happened to the log cabin?” my uncle interrupted.

The company representative had the answer.

“Well, they numbered the logs, disassembled it, and reconstructed it.” The more he talked, the more he became convinced of his false story. He didn’t know that we knew the answer—the truth. All he lacked was a straw hat and he could have been a dead ringer for Zephaniah Scadder, the unscrupulous agent of the Eden Land Corporation who sells swampland in southern Illinois in Charles Dickens’s biting novel, Martin Chuzzlewit. “Ah, no, you can’t see it from the road. They put it up by a pond. But, I’ve heard good things about it.”

He turned his back on us and swept his arm across the ruins.

“We’ll slope all of that down and flatten it out. And we’ll put a minimum of the topsoil back. And eight foot of clay. It’ll be better now than it was then. Of course, the difference is how long it takes the trees to get back to maturity, but, you know . . . you have to get rid of the overburden to get to the coal.” He laughed.

Mining jargon referred to the forests, hills and hollows, all flora and fauna—anything on top of the coal—as the “overburden.”

Our two-hundred-year-old family history was nothing more than overburden to this company hack.

But it wasn’t just our family history. It also included a thousand years of bones of the first natives in the region, the modern Shawnee encampments and farms, the pioneering squatters and homesteaders in our family, and the slaves and coal miners in one of the first settlements in the nation’s heartland—all of which had been churned into dust in the race to strip-mine the area. Like the gaping black ruins of Pompeii, I knew this forsaken land now hid the dark legacies of our past in ashes.

There were a lot of secrets in those ashes—secrets that implicated the legacies of our American heroes Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson, Abraham Lincoln and Tecumseh, and labor leaders like Mother Jones and John L. Lewis.

As the wind whipped up the blasted dust, which howled in the destruction, I had this strange feeling that I was not only witnessing the stripping of a hill and its ancient flora and inhabitants, but also the shredding of a great library of stories that had shaped this region, and our nation’s history.

Zephaniah Scadder nasaled on with his monologue. I noticed my mom and uncle had lost interest; they had shifted their gaze at a massive pile of rocks and mud to the side of one slope, not far from where my grandmother and great-grandmothers had tended their gardens and canned enough food to last the wintry months of hunger. A patch of corn remained, growing out of the rubble in defiance of the strip mine. There was a mixture of awe and family pride. My mom gripped my uncle’s arm. He wiped at his eyes.

I realized I needed to make this journey to witness that powerful sight.

“Damn their souls,” I heard someone say.

“No,” another voice replied. “You need to raise the dead and tell the stories of those they have just destroyed.”
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State militia posted at a Peabody mine near Kincaid, IL, 1932. (Photo by Greg Boozell.)





Introduction

MR. PRESIDENT, WELCOME TO THE SAUDI ARABIA OF COAL

I come from a coal state and so I am a big proponent of clean-coal technology and I want us to move rapidly in developing those sequestration technologies that’s required. We’re not going to immediately move off coal. A huge percentage of our electricity is generated by coal. What we need to do though is to put clean-coal technology on the fast track and that means money. It means investment in research. That’s something that we should have already been doing. We had a project called FutureGen, a billion-dollar project that was slated to go up, and the Bush administration canceled it after the siting decision was made and it wasn’t in Texas. I think that’s a mistake. We’re the Saudi Arabia of coal.

—SENATOR BARACK OBAMA,  campaigning in the Montana presidential primary, May 29, 2008

 

 

The United States is the Saudi Arabia of coal, but we have our own homegrown problems in terms of dealing with a cheap energy source that creates a big carbon footprint.

—PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA,  Ottawa, Canada, February 18, 2009

As the Washington Post reported during the 2008 presidential campaign, President Barack Obama first visited the southern Illinois coalfields in 1997 on a golf outing with a fellow state legislator. On those tree-lined fairways near the town of Benton, he most probably heard stories of the coalfield heydays in the area, when 1,110 miners crouched into the cages and sank two football-field-lengths below the putting green into the largest coal-mine shaft in the world at the nearby New Orient No. 2.

Not that the young legislator from Chicago didn’t already know about coal. As a community organizer in Chicago’s South Side, President Obama must have wondered about the origins of the coal that fired up the Fisk Generating Station in his neighborhood. Despite a rack of violations, the coal-fired stack and its nearby counterparts billowed out thousands of tons of sulfur dioxide, nitrogen oxide, and carbon dioxide emissions, as well as 117 tons of particulate matter that led to an estimated 300 heart attacks and 14,000 asthma attacks every year.

President Obama’s hosts at the Benton driving range, though, had a different view. Burning coal was Chicago’s problem; extraction was theirs. They wouldn’t have wanted to dwell on the details of the dirty old town—that was Chicago’s burden. Here in southern Illinois, they wanted the young legislator to know that he was standing on the biblical stones of fire, the largest bituminous coal reserves in the nation.

Over 38 billion tons of coal, “a vast natural resource that could produce more energy than the oil reserves of Saudi Arabia,” as the Illinois Office of Coal Development liked to boast, lingered like black gold for the taking in the state of Illinois.

The hosts were no fools. They were pounding nails into the green to keep the eternal springtime of coal alive. They dragged out the sepia images of their granddaddies, coal miners and operators all, and played the nostalgia trump card in those moments when the romantic past belied the wasteland realities of the present. They conjured images of great lines of coal trains and tipples, and huge ranks of coal miners emerging out of the depths of the earth in an endless parade of employment opportunities.

The young legislator must have listened politely. How could he not have been touched by the gravity of the situation? In the late 1990s, eight counties in southern Illinois hemorrhaged on the edge of economic despair, dealing with some of the worst poverty rates in the Midwest. He knew that the coal industry—the single engine in the region’s economy—had collapsed, the state’s high-sulfur reserves betrayed by the new restrictions in the Clean Air Act of 1990. Opting to buy low-sulfur coal from western states, the Illinois and other midwestern state utilities managed to sidestep the investment in plant scrubbers required to reduce sulfur dioxide emissions—the cause of acid rain.

The Clean Air Act, passed precisely to protect the senator’s ailing constituents in the shadows of the Fisk Generating Station and the acid rain-draped forests in the north, had transformed a level of resentment into sheer denial in southern Illinois. And this denial invoked the two great death-defying myths that had ensured the constancy of the stars in the coal basin: that coal is cheap and coal is clean.

Acid rain, in the minds of nostalgic coal enthusiasts, was a hoax, just like the concerns of climate-change activists today who ranted that 40 percent of all carbon dioxide emissions came from coal-fired plants like the Fisk Generation Station in Chicago.

But denial, like nostalgia, suffers from amnesia.

The golf pros in Benton most likely didn’t tell the young state senator that their fathers and grandfathers and great-grandfathers had carried on this same conversation with politicians from Chicago  for the past century. That by 1905, virtually all southern Illinois mineral rights had been bought up by a torrent of Chicago and absentee speculators and coal operators. And that the region had been relegated to the vassal status of a supply-and-demand extraction colony subject to the whims of the senator’s own constituents.

No one probably confessed to the fact that the region’s coal industry had peaked in 1918, and while little spurts of demand had taken place during the Second World War, the mines had been on a slope of decline for decades. Over 100,000 miners produced more than 100 million tons in the early 1920s; a little more than 3,000 miners churned out 30 million tons today.

By the 1930s, according to the government report “Seven Stranded Coal Towns,” those same Chicago coal companies had abandoned the region and left a picture of “almost unrelieved, utter economic devastation.” As one of the most depressed and vulnerable places in the country, the southern Illinois coalfields had been given over to “hopeless poverty.”

While some communities made small attempts at developing a diversified economy, the region simply waited out the lull in the coal market for the next boom—or war. Those 38 billion tons of coal burned under their feet. They burned under the chambers of commerce. The communities wondered aloud: Why would any town ever consider any other industry? All they had to do was find a way to bring back the Chicago investors to the coal mines, at whatever cost.

In the meantime, abandonment had also taken a toll on the land. Out of the 1,300 mines that had been opened in the state, less than 25 remained by the end of the twentieth century, leaving the federal and state governments with a bill for billions of dollars to clean up the dangerous sites and toxic waste seeping into the region’s watersheds. Thousands of fertile farmland acres and lush  Shawnee forests had been strip-mined and left to the unmanaged spoils of weeds, foreign grasses, and sterile creeks. Cancer and health problems soared.

The coal miners, too, had been abandoned: Their town squares and schools had been boarded up; their hard-earned property values were wiped out. No one would have told the young senator that 10,000 coal miners still died each decade from black lung disease, according to a recent study by the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health study. The bill for this cleanup program, too, had cost the taxpayers billions of dollars.

No one on that golf course would have paused for a moment, pointed to a landmark a few miles away to the south, and recalled an explosion on the last working day before Christmas in 1951, when mining safety violations were ignored and a buildup of methane gas ripped through the nearby New Orient No. 2 mine and took the lives of 119 miners.

Here in the heartland of the nation’s first labor battleground that created the earliest mining unions, every mining safety law had been assembled from the fractured bones and lost lives of the coal miners and their families. In the Saudi Arabia of coal, miners had been as expendable as the tree lines that stood in the way of the bulldozer. In their haste to extract the coal at the cheapest price, coal companies had resisted every piece of legislation for operating safety in a state of permanent violation.

The shattered lives of those coal miners near Benton prompted the Federal Coal Mine Safety Act of 1952, which called for annual inspections in underground coal mines, and charged the Bureau of Mines to issue citations and imminent-danger withdrawal orders.

But even those laws had now been denied. The largest mine in southern Illinois was owned by the same operators fined by the Mine Safety and Health Administration for “violations that directly  contributed to the deaths of six miners” in the Crandall Canyon disaster in Utah in 2007. Blatantly in defiance of over 2,000 annual violations, the company’s headlong operations awaited the next disaster.

In a largely mechanized and computerized industry, less than 3,000, mostly nonunion, miners now sank into the shafts for $18- $25 an hour.

This was the real Saudi Arabia of coal, where coal remained the merciless king, and the land and its residents defended themselves against the daily onslaught of the monarch’s extraction for more wealth.

In 1997, Obama would have also heard the parable of “clean coal,” a marketing phrase that had been first used by the golfers’ great-granddaddies in selling the hot-burning Btu’s of “smoke-free clean coal” in the 1890s in Chicago. Every couple of decades or so since, the “clean coal” slogan had been trotted out as the standard response to any questionable element in the industry, whether it was in the mining, processing, burning, or storage of coal-fired ash and coal-fired emissions. It had been drafted in the 1970s to sell the illusory “clean coal” cars and their coal-to-liquid gas plants; it had been adapted to the Clean Air Act scrubbers to winnow out the sulfur emissions in the 1990s.

Today, they simply dusted off and refashioned the “clean coal” slogan to address the increasingly urgent findings of climate destabilization and the illusory possibility of capturing and storing carbon dioxide emissions from coal-fired plants.

Was this not the state where the French first discovered coal in the Americas in the 1600s?

Was this not the state that gave birth to the commercial strip-mining industry in the 1860s with its horses and scraping plows?

And why shouldn’t this state be the first to launch FutureGen, the chimera of all denials in the age of climate destabilization, the experimental venture to capture and store carbon emissions from coal-fired plants in the twenty-first century?

Dating back to 1981, the state had bankrolled the largest coal research and development program in the country. By 2002, the state of Illinois had launched the unabashed Coal Revival Program, invoking the outdated images of coal-inspired boomtowns that had not existed for over a half century. Caving in to the demands of the still-powerful coal lobby, millions of dollars in taxpayer subsidies would be handed over to Peabody Energy, the nation’s largest coal company, and ExxonMobil, one of the largest corporations in the world, at the expense of other sustainable economic development schemes for the impoverished region. Two other smaller coal operators, both of which had featured prominently in the news, also received significant subsidies: International Coal Group, which owned the Sago, West Virginia, coal mine that lost twelve lives in a mine accident in 2006, and Murray Energy, the company denounced for the Crandall Canyon coal disaster in 2007.

In 2008, ranking fifth in the nation in coal power generation, Illinois was considering the construction of sixteen new coal-fired plants to add to the emissions-belching ranks of its twenty-three graying old plants, the most proposed in any state in the country.

Coal-fired plants, whether they were clean, green, or downright dirty, meant one thing to the golfers in Benton: More coal would be mined, money made, and the illusion of the halcyon days of last century’s coal industry could finally return to modern times.

On that golf course in southern Illinois in 1997, the young legislator from Chicago not only kept company with coal enthusiasts,  but also the apparitions from two hundred years of a nightmare struggle to extract coal from the land and its people at any cost.

In truth, the coal boosters in the Saudi Arabia of coal were not only denying the dirty realities of coal. They were hiding the two-hundred-year-old secret legacy of coal in the heartland.

A legacy that started with Eagle Creek.
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HOW COULD I MAKE this dark and beautiful secret down in these Eagle Creek hills real for our president?

How could I reveal the human and social costs of two centuries of coal mining that had quietly disappeared from our history books and, worse yet, seemed to have lost any connection to our contemporary times?

Unlike an underground mine that had been forever sealed after a disaster, the strip mines at Eagle Creek stood in the wake of the explosives and draglines and bulldozers like a historic battleground that had been transformed into an unholy war cemetery, bereft of gravestones and faded flags.

I wanted our president to know what had died on that battleground.

I wanted our president to know that the strip mines did not only obliterate our family homeplace and farm: they ripped out the roots of invaluable historic sites and stories, such as a secret black slave cemetery that had helped to give birth to the coal industry, and churned them into unrecognizable bits of dust. History did not only vanish—it was covered up—the same way a native and lush Shawnee forest was wiped out and replaced, through a faux coal mining reclamation program, with foreign grasslands, and the aquatic life of Eagle Creek itself disappeared with the toxic runoff from the slurry pond.

But dead fish don’t tell lies. Nor did our ruins. As Mexican writer Octavio Paz wrote in his Nobel laureate address, the ancient past in his country never truly disappeared; it remained a presence; it breathed its spirits into our contemporary decisions. It churned out bits of cautionary tales that reflected our choices and ways of living today.

In many respects, the judgments that allowed the strip-mining of Eagle Creek—that commerce trumped community and economic profit ruled over human rights and environmental protection—had been made two hundred years ago.

The more I stood at the abyss of the mines and watched the frenetic pace of the bulldozers and coal trucks to cover up what had been lost in Eagle Creek, the more I became convinced that I had stumbled onto the scene of a crime. Not only a crime against nature and our communities. As a society, we had willfully forgotten our tragic history.

Or rather, we had silently committed a crime against our history—literally stripping away the most troubling issues of the coal industry from our historical memory. Here, in the Saudi Arabia of coal, we never discussed the fact that Native people, such as the Shawnee, Kaskaskia, and Kickapoo, had been removed as part of a national policy by Thomas Jefferson to extract our minerals; that the first coal industry, even in the supposedly slave-free territories under the Northwest Ordinance and in the land of Lincoln and Obama, had been launched and sustained with black slaves; that the first union movement for coal miners in the nation emerged and battled a policy of negligent homicide by wealthy coal operators and governmental partners for generations; that the environmental havoc unleashed by strip mining had not only poisoned some of the most diverse forests and vibrant waterways in the heartland, but also systematically wiped out our contemporary woodland cultures and families.

Here in the American heartland, Eagle Creek, like most coalfield areas, had been the staging ground of a collective act of historicide: the murder of our history.

This act of historicide not only served as an indictment on our selective viewing of history, but also unveiled an important cautionary tale of how we were repeating the same injustices and errors of the past, precisely because we had erased our memory of this history.

Coal had created a stunning anatomy of denial in every generation, including today.

There was a haunting irony about invoking the image of crime in southern Illinois: No region, outside of Appalachia, seemed to have been so maligned and unfairly saddled with a reputation for violence by outside writers. Since the 1790s, traveling chroniclers, journalists, and novelists had been obsessed with painting the region with an unending chain of colorful and often gut-wrenching crimes: family feuds, river bandits, counterfeiting gangs, slave traders, bootleggers, Klansmen, and “bloody” coal miners.

The most important scholarly book written about the region for a popular readership, Bloody Williamson: A Chapter in American Lawlessness by historian Paul Angle, came to the conclusion that after a century of bloodletting, the inhabitants “almost without exception” were “hot-blooded, proud, obstinate, jealous of family honor, and quick to resent an insult. Given what they considered sufficient provocation, they could kill with little compunction.” In 1988, a New York Times bestselling true crime book, Murder in Little Egypt by Darcy O’Brien, hailed our county as the “murder capital of rural America,” second only to the bloody coalfields of Harlan County, Kentucky.

At the crossroads of the great American experience, I wanted to shatter these demoralizing half-truths that had plagued my beloved southern Illinois homeland by chronicling its extraordinary history of resilience and resistance to the machinations of King Coal.

And yet, in the Saudi Arabia of coal, the true crime in southern Illinois had never been reported.
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Robert and Cora Bell Followell family. (Courtesy of the author.)





Chapter One

4.5 HOURS The Choices We Made

Let my heart rest this purple hour
 With slow wandering in dull passages of breath.
 In unwoven air, in sleep withdrawn from death,
 And voiceless spans the mountain’s crumbling tower.
 Let me lie here unstirred, unwaked and still.
 Let my heart lean against this fallow hill.

—JAMESSTILL, “Let This Hill Rest”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To understand Eagle Creek and its legacy, I knew I had to meet Gary DeNeal, the poet errant of southern Illinois hills.

I don’t recall when I first met Gary, but I do know that he was on the pudgy side, slightly disheveled in appearance, and that he wasn’t wearing shoes but sandals with socks. That was how he always dressed, whether it was a sweltering day in the cypress swamps, a step ahead of the chiggers and ticks let loose like hounds, or a bone-chilling cold on Stoneface bluff in January, when the retrenched spirit of the wintry forest granted us that brief period to gaze across the Eagle Mountains for miles. His wavy hair and oversized glasses hadn’t changed much since the  oil crisis in the mid-1970s. He never made eye contact, but he talked, talked a lot, asked questions like a revenue agent more envious than suspicious of moonshine activity in our backwoods of southern Illinois.

Not that Gary didn’t already know all of the answers. He was officially the publisher and a founder of Springhouse Magazine, a stapled country journal he launched with two other self-proclaimed “hillbillies” in the Illinois Ozarks in the fall of 1983. Hillbilly in that self-deprecating manner of literary wags who listened to Mozart, idolized Emily Dickinson, and were born and raised and chose to live in this “kingdom of hollows” and didn’t need to act contrite about it. Gary and his mates appreciated the aroma of burnt walnut, tarried in the chat of barnyard conventions, and relished the ever-changing details about a panther’s cry in someone’s new version of an old tale.

Springhouse wasn’t all tall tales, though. The lead story in the debut issue featured “alternative energy pioneers,” about a couple that lived off-the-grid with solar panels and wind turbines in the woods near Womble Mountain.

The other two founders, a former mercenary who lived on Possum Ridge and a local business contractor, eventually lost the thrill of publication drudgery and let Gary and his wife, Judy, take over in 1984. Gary placed an image of Don Quixote on the cover. They churned it out from their A-frame home off a dirt road in the woods, a couple of miles from a shoulder-in-the-road-sized postal community called Herod.

For the next twenty-five years, the couple lovingly laid out each page, collected and wrote stories and historical tidbits and recipes, and eventually took to reprinting forgotten chronicles from the nineteenth century. At some stage in its evolution, Springhouse’s chaotic layout reflected more of its publisher’s wanton disregard for convention than any amateurishness.

I bring all of this up to introduce Gary, as I first met Gary, because this is how I had viewed him then: as a middle-aged publisher of a country relic, an author of a well-received biography on Charlie Birger—the infamous Jewish gangster and bootlegger in our beleaguered coalfields—a poet of some regional acclaim, and a talented artist.

It wasn’t until after I spent years trudging behind him in the hollows, or climbing up death-defying rock faces, or lingering in the silence of abandoned cemeteries and watching hawks light atop bluffs, or sitting against a shag-bark hickory as he read his poetry in the forest, that I realized Gary’s waggishness—this backwoods élan—had more to do with a deep cracker-barrel desire to reconcile his lifelong struggle for a sense of place in one of the most enigmatic but scorned places in our country—the coalfields of southern Illinois. That was his story.

And why is it, Gary would ask me repeatedly, that you keep coming down here?

“Eagle Creek is gone,” he told me, just about every time we met. “You’re too late.”

Much to my irritation, Gary often reminded me of John Prine’s classic tune about coal mining, “Paradise,” in these moments.

When I was a child, my family would travel 
back down to western Kentucky, where my parents were born. 
There’s a backwards old town, that’s often remembered, 
So many times that my memories are worn. 
Daddy, won’t you take me back to Muhlenberg County, 
Down by the Green River, where Paradise lay. 
Well, I’m sorry my son, you’re too late in asking, 
Mr. Peabody’s coal train has hauled it away.


In one of the oldest settlements in the heartland of the American Midwest, tucked away in the back hollows of the Shawnee forest in  southern Illinois, Eagle Creek’s two-hundred-year-old farms and homesteads had been hauled away by Mr. Peabody and a handful of other coal companies.

As my Virgil, Gary always arrived at our meetings in midsentence, a tiny dog-eared notebook opened to questions and poems that he had scribbled at night when the whippoorwill sounded.  When the old women knew it was time to cut stove wood. He answered my questions with vague self-deprecating riddles of his own, as if he needed a nip of our family gossip to keep the gristmill in his mind churning out ideas for poems and stories. He mocked my presumptions, often feigned indifference, and then an email would arrive a couple of days later with a cryptic reply:Ever notice

how men 
love to talk 
about the size of things? 
Drag lines, bulldozers 
you know what I mean. 
It’s a man thing 
Best I can figure.

coal bleeds

Your grandfather 
wore a coal tattoo 
on his cheek, 
mine lost three fingers 
at Wasson.




At times, I found Gary’s intensity and tricksterlike quips unnerving. He asserted he had no politics at all; that he, like everyone else in the region, had no truck with the coal industry any more than they would question the sun rising or the barking roadside dogs.

“Coal has always been a matter-of-fact part of life here. How dare you question it.”

His wife, an Audubon member, also had a subscription to the United Mine Workers newsletter—don’t you? Besides, Gary’s brother worked in one of the largest coal mines in the region as a reclamation expert. One of Gary’s close friends, another writer of historical crime sagas, served as a public relations spokesman for the Illinois Coal Association. And furthermore, Gary had never taken a stand on any hot-button political issue.

“Except one time,” he said to me a couple of days later, returning to his broken-down truck with a handful of corn kennels he had scavenged from a plowed field. He tossed the corn into the truck bed with a clatter—Gary liked to subversively treat the deer to corn in his patch of protected woods. He also smeared peanut butter on his trees for the titmice and nuthatches and raccoons.

“I spoke up at a Harrisburg city council meeting to keep Charlie Birger’s tommy gun on display at City Hall.” A wide grin swept across his face. “Now there was a cause worth a bloody nose.”

But soon I realized that he was turning the table on my own inquiries, as if the secrets I was searching for in these woods had to first be discovered in my own family history.

Not long after that meeting in the cornfields, I thumbed through a Springhouse magazine Gary had handed me. Next to a column by the “Rebel Without Applause,” which declared he had “sold turnips, sweet potatoes, sweet corn and ginseng, but I have never sold out,” Gary had hand-sketched a quotation from Henry David Thoreau:

“If a man walks in the woods for love of them half of each day, he is in danger of being regarded as a loafer; but if he spends his whole life as a speculator shearing off those woods and making earth bald before her time, he is esteemed as an industrious and enterprising citizen, as if a town had no interest in its forests but to cut them down.”

In the spring of 2004, Gary quietly let me know that a hammer had come down on his fate. He sent the address of a type of hospice in St. Louis, where he was recovering from a major throat cancer surgery. There was very little hope of survival. He had been faced with two options—a tracheotomy and subsequent surgery to remove the cancer that would have allowed him to eat, but speak through a vocal box; or another form of surgery that would inhibit his ability to swallow and force him to eat and drink via a feeding tube in his stomach, but allow him to speak.

Gary was the first person in his doctor’s career to choose the speaking option.

Once he returned to the woods, Gary picked up his morning role on a no-holds-barred talk radio show out of nearby McLeansboro. He traded banter with “Cuzin’ Eddie.” They once took turns reading James Joyce’s Ulysses in its entirety across the airwaves of southeastern Illinois.

We were trundling down the back slope of a canyon in a wilderness section of the Shawnee National Forest. Three years later Gary had defied the odds. He was not only alive but more vibrant. His weight had plunged. He was still disheveled, his glasses seemed even more oversized, and he was sandal-clad; this was his silent rebuke to the northern stiffs who had mocked the region’s shoeless poverty. But there was a light in his eyes that I had never seen before. There was a country boy defiance that knew no consolation now.

Perched on a bluff one day, we sat for a spell, watching a couple of turkey vultures stitch a pattern in the cloudless sky. It was a beautiful fall day. I don’t know what we chatted about—perhaps the name of a rare plant or tree, the direction of an Indian trace, the poetry of Robinson Jeffers, the antics of our brothers or kids—but there was always the faint echo of a coal truck in the hollows.

“You’re not going to make anyone happy with this book, you know,” Gary said, standing up. He withdrew a discolored plastic feeding bag and a long tube, then strung it to the limb of a yellow pine tree, emptied a can of a liquid nutrient into the bag, uncoiled the tube for several feet, and then sat down and attached the tube to his stomach. “But sometimes you’ve got to make choices.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I pulled my sandwich out of my bag and pretended to eat. And then we just sat in silence and watched the Eagle Creek valley unfold in front of us with a sense of wonder.

[image: 008]

WHEN I LOOKED into that staircased pit of destruction of the strip mine, I felt a profound sense of severance, as if my disconnection from Eagle Creek, and my family, had been finalized in an irreversible manner. As if some creature of fate wanted to cruelly remind me: You have no family history now.

But it didn’t happen that way.

The strange irony of the situation was that instead of closure, the strip mine opened up a wound that I couldn’t heal. I wanted to know: What was the real cost of strip-mining that hill and our homeplace?

In truth, my disconnection to my family, and our ancestral homeplace, mirrored my disconnection to my use of coal. I had no idea where my electricity came from, or the journey coal took from extraction to cleaning to transporting to its burning and storage of ash at a coal-fired plant.

Coal furnishes roughly 42 to 45 percent of our electrical needs in the United States: the lights in our homes, schools, hospitals, airports, offices, religious centers, our air conditioners and electrical heaters, refrigerators and freezers, appliances, computers, phones,  iPods, TVs and entertainment systems, medical care units, security systems.

Whether I wanted to admit it or not, I was connected to coal, like every other American. As Jeff Goodell wrote in his classic, Big Coal: The Dirty Secret Behind America’s Energy Future, I consumed about twenty pounds of coal a year.

I was part of the problem.

The incident at Eagle Creek forced me to confront this connection head-on. The invisible bedrock of coal that had fueled my world suddenly turned into a crucible I couldn’t overlook. It stood before me in a gaping hole of oblivion.

When I stood for the first time in years at our Colbert family cemetery in Eagle Creek, a section of land draped by dogwoods and oaks and flanked by slabs of granite and limestone that dated back nearly two centuries to the first families, I wondered what it meant to lose Eagle Creek to the coal company—for my grandfather to lose his breath to black lung. Coal haulers from the strip mine roared by as we rustled our shoes in silence, as if to remind us of the biblical vision that we should let the dead bury the dead.

“You’re kin to everyone in this place,” my uncle Richard had reminded me.

As a peripatetic writer who left home in my teens, I had spent virtually all of my adult life far away from any family and now I was surrounded by seven generations of them. It was a powerful feeling. Why, I wondered, after living in many of the great cities and regions of the world—New York City, Washington, DC, the Bay Area, the American Southwest, the Sierra Madre of Mexico, Kerala, India, Berlin, Madrid, and Bologna, Italy—did this forsaken backwoods cemetery in the southern Illinois coalfields feel like home?

It made me ask myself: How could I have ignored the dirty reality of coal these years when it had been all around me?
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IN THE FALL OF 1989, as a freelance journalist, I sat on a hill overlooking Wenceslas Square in Prague, awaiting the fall of the Iron Curtain. The stark image of the Soviets’ industrial mayhem hovered in the form of a dark cloud of smoldering lignite, as a haze of sulfuric acid, mercury, lead, and fly ash from the massive coal-fired factories cloaked the beautiful city in sheer darkness.

Even after his death, Kafka would have never returned to this coal-smothered city of his past. In my mind, coal had strangled Prague to death.

I washed off the muck and the black air and left. For years, I thought I had rid myself of its anachronistic clamor, that coal had gone the route of steam engines and piped itself out of existence.

In the late 1990s, living in a remote indigenous community in the Sierra Madre canyons of Mexico for a year, I began to read closely for the first time about the growing effects of global warming and climate destabilization. I saw it firsthand. During my tenure in a canyon village whose sparse cornfields had been wracked by deforestation and erosion, Mexico went through the most prolonged drought in its modern history. Living among an indigenous people that largely subsisted on corn, I experienced the despair and famine of farmers who saw their fields dissolved into the gray shards of a wasteland. The drought in the Sierra Madre had effectively endured over a decade.

According to many reports, deforestation of the world’s woodlands not only eliminated valuable carbon sinks, but also contributed heavily to global warming with the release of carbon dioxide emissions; in 2006, a United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization study concluded that the felling and burning of the world’s forests accounted for 1.6 billion tons of the greenhouse gases released into the atmosphere.

In the process, to my astonishment, I also learned that more than 40 percent of CO2 emissions came from coal-fired plants.

Coal? We’re still burning that much coal in the twenty-first century? As I delved further into the debate over climate change, coal suddenly emerged as the prime contributor to our emissions crisis.

I made a note in Mexico: We all live in the coalfields now.

And then, weeks later there in Mexico, strangely enough, my mother forwarded a letter from my uncle Richard about the strip-mining of Eagle Creek.

When he got word that our last cousin had succumbed to the intolerable blasting, a broken well, and unlivable conditions wrought by the coal company, and the strip-mining of our family homestead had begun, he had written an urgent letter to my mother to come back to Eagle Creek.

“A part of our lives now exists only in our mind,” Uncle Richard wrote, “and will completely be erased when we die; as if it never existed.”

He had actually written “when I die,” and then crossed it out and added “we die,” as if reminding my mother of some kind of burden.

After returning to the States from Mexico, I felt I needed to face this dilemma: I could either walk away and forget about Eagle Creek for the rest of my life, or attempt to reclaim its history as a writer, and as one of its offspring.

My uncle Richard just watched me one evening at his home in Kentucky, as I recounted some of my experiences abroad. I told him stories about Prague, about the Sierra Madre, about Appalachia. He nodded his head politely. My aunt Jerretta, who had dedicated her retirement years to her passion for genealogy, disappeared one evening as I spoke and then returned with an armload of three-ring binders. She disappeared again and then emerged with another armload. Soon the coffee table was stacked like a communion table.

“What are you waiting for?” Uncle Richard asked. “That’s your family. That’s your history.”

The struggle of man against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting, author Milan Kundera wrote about his native Prague. “Thus what terrifies us about death is not the loss of the past. Forgetting is a form of death ever present within life.”

[image: 010]

SOON AFTER MY VISIT to Eagle Creek with my mom and uncle, I returned to Appalachia to work on a new book. I felt I had another debt to repay. It dated back to the summer of 1983. I had been a dropout from the University of California. I had gone through a wild nine-month tour of duty in Berkeley’s corridors, spending more time in jail and at political meetings than in classrooms. I failed to finish my last quarter that spring. Returning from a stint in jail for a demonstration in central California, I was involved in a tragic car accident, which resulted in the death of a young woman. I had been at the wheel.

Still in a daze, I eventually took a Greyhound bus across the country and then started hitching and hiking through the Appalachian Mountains. I was angry, resentful, and adrift. I worked on farms across the Blue Ridge—haying, mainly, tossing fifty-pound bales onto tractors and into the barns—and slept in the forests, barns, under bridges, and at lean-tos along the Appalachian Trail.

With less than ten bucks in my pocket, I accepted the ride and an offer to visit a folk school in West Virginia, after I had inadvertently insulted the driver. I had made a bad joke about hillbillies. He stopped the car; told me to get out. When I had responded that  I was a hillbilly, that my family came from the southern Illinois hills, also known as the Illinois Ozarks, as if that somehow justified the comment, he gave me the option of getting out at the next exit or going with him across the state line into West Virginia. He took me to the Appalachian South Folklife Center in Pipestem, West Virginia.

At dawn, I was milking cows and soon listening to the history lectures and poetry readings of the folk school’s founder, Don West, a ramrod-tall educator, poet, preacher, and radical labor organizer, who reminded me of my grandfather. There was one difference: As a young man I considered my John Henry-like grandfather, who had been a coal miner in southern Illinois, as a casualty of commerce, part of the beaten-up hill folk whose one attribute that drew respect from the industrial bosses—his brawn—had been abused and struck down by black lung, among other ailments.

There was an impervious working-class conceit about West that demanded respect. He could bring an elitist to his knees with his textbook memory of Shakespeare or Tom Paine. He had dedicated his life to reclaiming Appalachia’s progressive heritage and traditions, which he felt had been strip-mined by a century of concerted misinformation.

I often tagged along on West’s trips in his pickup to some of the most remote hollows and settlements. He toted crates of food and books, and often hiked them into the backwoods. One day we visited a family that lived in an old cabin on the edge of a ridge. Their roots went back to the Revolutionary period; the hollow and mountain carried their name. But due to some gerrymandered tax law, their family managed to keep the homestead but had lost the land several decades ago, unable to pay the back taxes in a period of extreme poverty. Standing to the side like a wolf in waiting, a coal company had paid the taxes, purchased the land, clear-cut the forest, and stripped the side of the mountain with such a devastating sheath that it appeared as if the old cabin had been displaced by an earthquake and now rested on the opposite side of a chasm of ash.

I’d never forget lugging a heavy pail of water from a nearby well. I followed a black trail of coal dust back to the house, as drops fell onto the dark earth like spots of blood. I sat on the porch and listened to an older woman tell her family stories. Three generations  of this family had been underground coal miners; some had even worked on the crew that had stripped their ancestral land.

“Wasn’t no other work around,” she said.

“The abuse of the land has always gone hand in hand with the abuse of the miner or woodsman,” West lectured me. “It’s easy to take and strip-mine someone’s land if we have convinced the world that its inhabitants are disposable, poor white trash. Bunch of hillbillies.”

In those volatile days of political conflict, when environmentalists were pitted against miners in the coal companies’ classic strategy of divide and conquer, West’s folklife center was one of the few places that brought both sides together. He celebrated the land, and he celebrated the progress of unions in defending the rights of miners.

“You can’t talk about mountains without mountaineers,” West insisted. “You can’t talk about mountaineers without mountains.”

In the evenings that summer, I often loitered near West’s front porch, where I would join him for long walks along the back roads. He answered my youthful questions; he recounted various episodes of his often harrowing life as a labor organizer and civil rights advocate in the South in the 1930s. He trotted out his beatings, imprisonments, and blacklistings like red badges of courage.

One evening, he turned the tables and questioned me about my understanding of southern Illinois history. I failed the test. I realized that I knew nothing about my grandfather or my family’s history, nothing about the region—other than its own well-endowed slight as the crime-ridden, impoverished, and racist embarrassment of Illinois, a hilly range of boarded-up coal-mining and river towns that had been left behind.

Southern Illinois had always shared a similar history with Appalachia; it had always dealt with the same stereotypes of poverty, pity, and the picturesque, framed in the backdrop of the violent  coalfields. Historically, in fact, the first wave of immigrants in the Shawnee forest came from the Appalachian highlands. In 1873, an article in the popular Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine even associated the backwoods inhabitants of southern Illinois with Appalachia, as “A Strange Land and Peculiar People.”

“Do you know that Mother Jones is buried in southern Illinois?” West suddenly asked me.

I didn’t, of course. I assumed the legendary “Miner’s Angel” and labor organizer had been buried in West Virginia.

“If you don’t know your history,” West admonished, “someone else will write it for you, and it will most likely be wrong.”

West told me to leave West Virginia and go back to southern Illinois. I shook him off.

Why couldn’t I go back to southern Illinois? In my mind, as a young man, it represented all that I wanted to forget: a family past of the farm, of the hollows and forested hills, of the coal mines, of the failure of the American pastoral.

West dug out a tape recorder from a trunk the next day, and soon I found myself accompanying him into the back hollows, where he delivered food and recruited students for his various camps and courses. I began to interview coal miners and their wives and widows, farmers, musicians, and families that had been displaced by strip mining and the collapsed coal towns. Burl Collins was one of the liveliest, even if he was the one closest to death.

Burl was an irascible old coal miner in West Virginia. After thirty-five years underground, he struggled to conjure his breath to match his storyteller verve, as if the iron hoops of a whiskey barrel had been strapped around his lungs.

While Burl spit every few minutes, I held up the small tape recorder, edging closer to his faint words. At one point, he rolled up his pant leg and showed me where he had been crushed in a mining accident. The scars snaked down to his ankles.

“My grandpa was a coal miner,” I said, without thinking.

Burl wheezed. “Where does he live?”

“He’s dead,” I said.

Burl labored to catch his breath. He stared at me with a confounded look.

“Ever interview your granddaddy?”

I shook my head. Burl read my mind; I wouldn’t have found any value in interviewing my grandfather in those days.

“The hell you interviewing me for?” he spit.

I nodded, picked up my tape recorder, and walked away; walked back through the forest and valleys and lonely country roads to West’s farm. For the first time in my life, I felt like I had betrayed my grandparents. I had never made any effort to understand their lives, when they were living.
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“THE RAPE OF APPALACHIA,” Harry Caudill declared in his classic portrait of Appalachia, Night Comes to the Cumberlands, “got its practice” in Illinois. He was referring to the fact that the nation’s first commercial strip mines took place in eastern and southern Illinois in the 1860s.

There was one other strange connection between Appalachia and my southern Illinois coalfields: Like the unintended consequences of outsourced war from a peace treaty, the Clean Air Act not only dismantled the high-sulfur coal industry in Illinois in 1990, but also shifted our nation’s demand to Appalachia, wildly escalating the process of mountaintop removal—the process of literally blowing up mountains and dumping the waste and overburden into the valleys and waterways.

When I returned to Appalachia in 2001, I couldn’t believe the level of devastation that had taken place since my first visit in 1983. I finally understood what Caudill and Don West had forewarned:  The abuse of the land was always connected to the abuse of the people.

One story in particular grabbed my attention. After witnessing five hundred mountains in central Appalachia get blown to bits by strip mining, a community of coalfield activists at Coal River Mountain in West Virginia was drawing a line in the sand. The verdict was in on mountaintop removal, which had been launched in 1970 as a quick and dirty option to cheaply procure coal. Thirty-odd years and a million and a half acres of destroyed hardwood forests later, mountaintop removal had run its course in the region with appalling effects. It had not only destroyed the natural heritage, it had also ripped out the roots of the Appalachian culture and depopulated the historic mountain communities in the process.

Over 1,200 miles of waterways had been sullied and jammed with mining fill. Blasting and coal dust had made life unbearable for anyone in the strip-mined areas. Wells had been busted and polluted with toxic waste. Given the mechanization of aboveground mountaintop removal, and its shakedown of a diversified economy, coal-mining jobs had plummeted as poverty rates rose in strip-mining areas.

The history was clear: Coal was not cheap, and coal was not clean.

Facing an impending 6,600-acre mountaintop removal strip mine that would destroy their historic communities and the last mountain in the Coal River Mountain range, the residents on Coal River Mountain had come up with their own plan for an industrial wind farm, which would have provided more energy, more tax revenues, and more sustainable jobs than the proposed mountaintop removal operations. They presented their community of coal miners with a simple message: We have a choice.

The Coal River Wind Project—and the protection of the last mountain on the Coal River Mountain range—was ultimately rejected by the county and statewide officials, who allowed the mountaintop removal operation to proceed. The stranglehold of the Big Coal lobby on local and national politicians, and our history, had never been so obvious.

I realized it was time to go back to Eagle Creek.
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I WAS RAISED, like most children at the tail end of the baby boomers, on the concept of coal-fired industrial progress. Our parents weathered the hardscrabble days of the Great Depression and never let us forget it. They took part in the great fracture of rural America, that postwar exodus that released the hand from the plow or pick, became the first generation in the front row of state universities, and then returned to their coal-mining hometown to scratch out their own generational niche above the dirty collars of their past.

My mother would be the first person to remind me that she attended Southern Illinois University, thanks to the heydays of the coal mines. Her father’s low but livable union wages in the underground mines allowed her to study for four years, paid the rent at a boardinghouse. He’d put on his church suit jacket, on top of his overalls, and shuttle her back and forth between Harrisburg and Carbondale every Sunday afternoon with the same dedication and pride that made him rise before dawn, huddle into the cage, sink hundreds of feet below the ground, and detonate explosives.

That kind of steady job meant something to those who lived in a boom-bust-boom-bust region that had witnessed unemployment rates near 70 percent during the lean years. It meant even more after the mines shut down in the early 1950s, and my grandfather rambled from one labor crew to the next, unable to maintain the stable paycheck of those coal mine years for the rest of his life.

He was a proud coal miner in southern Illinois—that’s the image I wanted to preserve. I was proud of coal miners, because I was proud of my grandfather. My grandfather had dug the coal that powered the nation’s progress, not the coal barons; and my grandfather, like other coal miners, had paid the ultimate price with his health and life.

The coal mines remained a memory of stability for my mother. Still, the sound of that haunting whistle of an accident at the mines remained an echo of fear in her mind for years.

Coal had always been part of our family’s and our region’s life. My mother’s grandfather, Charles Stilley, had been a backwoods blacksmith in Eagle Creek, who pounded those red-ribbon irons over the hot coals. In the deforested era of the 1930s and 1940s, the fireplace in their hillside farm at Eagle Creek burned coal, not wood. There were no Yule logs; my grandfather placed slabs of Yule coal in the fireplace. Chunks as big as an oak stump.

Coal was so prevalent that my uncle recalled feeding slack coal to the pigs, who gobbled it up like a furnace. One of my mother’s uncles even had his own dog-hole coal mine at the basin of his hillside property at Eagle Creek, where a little dynamite in the evening brought a morning’s wagon of coal.

My grandfather Bob Followell was a specimen of a man, folks liked to say. Tall, broad shouldered like an ox, a hammer’s strength in his hands at hog-killing time. “You have his build,” my mom once told me, “except he actually had muscles.” But he was a gentle man, said he had always wanted to be a preacher. Instead, he had left the back hills as a young man, worked in the Harrisburg brickyards, as a migrant worker in the West, and in the canning factories in Terre Haute, Indiana. When the Second World War broke out and gas was rationed, Bob packed up his family, traded for enough gas coupons to cannonball the Wabash, and returned to the old homeplace in the Eagle Creek hills of southern Illinois.

The Oval Hill homestead had been part of his wife’s inheritance. My grandmother Cora Bell Stilley had begrudgingly left behind the Eagle Creek hills as a teenager to marry Bob on July 4, at the first courthouse in the next county over. He was ten years older; he was already white haired. Packing up her belongings in a cardboard suitcase, they left immediately for Terre Haute in 1930.

Nonetheless, for the next thirteen years, raising three kids, Cora insisted on returning to the hills every two weeks. Eagle Creek was home. When her father fell ill in 1943, she didn’t want to be cut off from the family during the war. Kinship mattered more than money. Cora Bell decided it was time to go back to Eagle Creek, even if it meant giving up her husband’s steady factory job, her children’s good schools, and the conveniences of electricity and indoor plumbing.

Eagle Creek had none of that. They were moving back to the woods.

When they returned, the area ranked as one of the most impoverished regions in the entire country. “Less than two decades ago,” the government report “Seven Stranded Coal Towns” chronicled, “the southern Illinois coal field was riding the crest of a prolonged and spectacular boom.” Three out of four coal miners now looked for work; the rest of the region hoed at their dirt farms and cursed their region’s doomed fate.

My mom and her family arrived in their overloaded truck that night to an ominous sight. As they bumped down the rutted dirt road along Eagle Creek, Bob and Cora Bell swore they saw a ring of strange mineral lights hovering around the old homestead on the hill. Perhaps the stones of fire from the book of Ezekiel, the tail of Lucifer. The mineral lights disappeared as they approached the cabin. The curse of death remained.

The homestead on the knoll provided the basic foods—pigs, chicken, corn, sorghum, a large garden—but it wasn’t enough to  make a living. Nor was Bob a young man. In his forties now, he reluctantly turned to coal mining as a last resort. He considered himself lucky to get a job; his brother-in-law had a union connection.

Born in 1901, coming of age in a generation when every father in the county had escorted his teenage son to the booming mines, Bob had somehow eluded the fate of coal. Perhaps his own father, a rough-edged farmer, bootlegger, and shopkeeper who had also fled to Indiana with an Eagle Creek wife in the 1890s, only to return because of her homesickness for the hills, cared more for his son than he had ever managed to show. In fact, he had quietly taken his teenage boys to Colorado during the draft for World War I.

Even in an era of unthinkable sacrifices and bootstrap-molasses poverty during the Depression, as long as the tipple purred with coal, my grandfather never had to deny my mother those little details in life that remained in her memory like balms of Gilead. On the way home from the mines, he would stop at the general store at Herod, tie a block of ice on the back of the bumper, and then thrash down the dirt road through the Gap, across mud-sucked ravines and up the hills until he arrived in a cloud of dust at the farm at Eagle Creek. About half the ice block would be left. But Norma Jean liked ice in her homemade sweet tea.

And that was why he got up every morning before dawn, slopped the hogs, worked on his hardscrabble hillside farm, and eventually moved into the coal-mining town of Harrisburg, despite his love for the country life at Eagle Creek. He had to be closer to his work in the coal mines; only a dozen miles away, the winding trip out of the hollows of Eagle Creek to Harrisburg and the mines became too long; took too many expensive tires to repair. The mud ravines that served as roads turned to quicksand after the rains. Bob loved his family, so he moved from his beloved Eagle Creek hills, because coal mining was the only way to make a living.

My father’s parents weren’t coal-mining people, though. They had only shoveled coal into their basement furnace like the rest of the town of Harrisburg. It was part of their daily chores, not their daily bread. They didn’t think much of those strange winters, when their white Christmas snow was covered in black soot before they went to church in the morning. Every spring, they bought a pack of putty, scrubbed the blackened walls of their rooms until the patterns of the floral wallpaper came back into bloom, and then aired out the sour smell of ash from their house.

My father studied journalism at the University of Illinois, in central Illinois, where he had to ward off mockery of his southern region’s reputation as a coven of violent, backward people. My father was intent on a newspaper career, but his older brother, a war hero and chemist, talked him into derailing that dream for a more bona fide position in the accepted confines of Our Town.

So, he ended up at law school, hitchhiked home on the weekends, and then returned to Harrisburg as an ambitious young assistant state’s attorney, whose first case was to prosecute backwoods stalwarts for their coon-on-a-log fights. It was a strange case. Moonshiners, for the most part, chained a raccoon on a log, cast it from the edge of a lake, and then released two hounds to see who could knock off the raccoon first. There was plenty of bloody action in the process.

In his early days, my father had eavesdropped on enough of his father’s tales from the bank to despise the miners’ union. My grandfather never forgave the gall of the John L. Lewis union stiffs who walked the picket line in the middle of the Second World War.

And then my father married a fierce union member and coal miner’s daughter.

My father straddled the line between working-class angst and middle-class ambition, the son of a low-level bank clerk who had  put on a tie and cowered in the presence of the coal company executives and bank officers all of his life. They ruled the town; he pushed the pencil and kept their books. But my grandfather considered himself one of them and memorized the rituals to earn his Masonic ring, even if he was only a shadow in the back rooms of the power brokers who bankrolled the coal mines. These were the men who ensured the bricks and mortar for the mainstream churches and Masonic lodges and main-square storefronts. The message was clear: The bankers and coal company executives built Harrisburg, raised southern Illinois out of the pits of agricultural failure, lived in their mansions on Main Street, and nobody was to forget that. And they paid my grandfather’s rent.

After my father lost an election for state’s attorney in Harrisburg in the mid-1950s, my folks packed up their suitcases and moved to St. Louis, Missouri.

They followed the well-worn hillbilly highway that had carried the unemployed miners, bootleggers, and dirt farmers for several generations out of southern Illinois. But, my parents were not unemployed miners—they were the first children of mining communities that had left on their own terms, not in desperation. They arrived as a successful lawyer and a dynamic schoolteacher, anxious to be part of the middle-class American dream that rested on the rise and fall of the urban smoke stacks from the coal-fired factories and mills and industries.

This great city on the Mississippi River had been built with the sweat of their fathers. Coal, indeed, was not a dirty word; coal was the key to our nation’s industrial future.

Within a few years, my parent’s exile was over, so they moved back to Illinois and began to raise their three children in the modern suburbs. Life had moved on; gas-generated furnaces had replaced the coal burners. Coal and its enduring legacy in their lives had not lost its temper; it had merely retreated like bark on the  trunk of an oak tree that had grown limbs and blossomed in a new era. By the time I was born in 1963, coal mining had been put away in my parent’s personal closet like a relic from a different life. My grandfather’s coal-mining helmet sat on the mantle of our fireplace with the nostalgic air of his .22 single-shot long rifle—two characters in search of a play.

In 1970, my folks packed up our family and dog and piled us into a 1960 Chevy, and we followed the stream of sunbelt migrants to the New West suburbs outside of Tucson, Arizona.

They made the choice to move on. Illinois made the choice to hang on to coal. It went through another Tin Pan Alley coal boom in the 1960s and mid-1970s, before it came to a screeching halt in the late 1980s with the Clean Air Act. Illinois’ mostly dirty sulfur-ridden coal couldn’t compete with the cheaper Wyoming and Appalachian coal basins.

On our vacation trips back to Harrisburg and Eagle Creek over the years, my parents never really discussed the past or the present reality of the strip mines that had engulfed the area like a battlefield and eventually turned the depleted coal mining towns and surrounding areas into empty apparitions of their former lives. We remained aloof, as if we had been spared the lingering sadness of the busted coal economy and its boarded-up future.

A few years later, when the market decided that coal was “cheap” and “clean” again in Eagle Creek, a different fate awaited our family homestead in the Shawnee Hills.

We returned to Eagle Creek, as if we were returning to a funeral.

[image: 013]

THE IMPACT OF A MURDER on a family, Thornton Wilder wrote, is ultimately what shatters history and time and our sense of place. In his novel The Eighth Day, a coal miner in southern Illinois is  accused of killing the boastful Breckenridge Lansing, the mine operative. A mysterious group, though, springs the miner from prison before his execution; he sets off for South America, while his children attempt to make sense of a family unraveled and forced to reinvent itself at the mercy of industrial machinations.

The Eighth Day, which won the National Book Award in 1967, is an American parable of good versus evil, though who is good and who is evil is limited to the witness’s narrow view of history: “No eye can venture to compass more than a hand’s breath.” History, even for the moralizing Wilder, unfolded like an illusive tapestry with multiple interpretations. He wrote: “There is much talk of a design in the arras. Some are certain they see it. Some see what they have been told to see. Some remember that they saw it once but have lost it. Some are strengthened by seeing a pattern wherein the oppressed and exploited of the earth are gradually emerging from their bondage. Some find strength in the conviction that there is nothing to see.”

The day after the murder, Wilder conjured, another history began: “Man is not an end but a beginning. We are at the beginning of the second week. We are children of the eighth day.”

My eighth day began on July 18, 1998, when the daily newspaper in the nearby coal-mining town of Harrisburg, Illinois, recorded a sale in ten lines under its Land Transaction section. Technical phrasings buried in the back pages opposite the cartoons: Warranty Deed (WD) or Quit Claim Deed (QCD), Grantors and Grantees. The Downen mining company. Land purchase on Eagle Creek Road. No obituary or note about the death of the old homeplace. It was a business deal.

“Hell, son, don’t know what happened to those logs,” an older representative with the local coal company told me on the phone one day. He projected a very matter-of-fact, blunt, but likeable rural air of chitchat, as if he were another wizened uncle playing with all  of his cards on the table, even when he was bluffing. “You know how those country people want to get out of the hills and into town. So we helped your cousin out.”

This small coal company would never admit in a thousand golden summers that it had rattled the bones of our last cousin at the Oval Hill Farm to the point of despair. That it had carved a black sea of ruin around our Eagle Creek knoll, their massive machines clawing at the foothills; that its explosions took the peace and property titles out of the trembling hands of the children of the first pioneers who had cleared a path in the virgin forests and established Illinois. This company wasn’t the only coal operator in Eagle Creek, of course. Large-scale mining outfits from Chicago had been razing the hollow since the 1930s. With a massive strip mine on the east end of Eagle Creek in the 1960s and 1970s, Peabody Coal had wiped out the first historic mining town, Bowlesville, which had supplied Union army ships with coal during a critical moment in the Civil War.

With his retirement only a year away, our cousin had recently remodeled the old homestead. He was preparing for the eight generation in our family to reside at the Oval Hill Farm. His daughter, who had lost her own husband in an underground coal mining accident, understood its family legacy.

Like the mine operatives in Wilder’s novel, the small coal company in Eagle Creek didn’t share this family story. With unusually low sulfur content for Illinois, the coal in the Eagle Creek, according to the company report, was one of the best strikes in their history. They stripped 12,000 tons of coal an acre out of our original homestead (of 160 acres). That was the first seam; they were just getting started.

“We’re stewards of the land,” the aging representative of the company told me with an air of nostalgia. Once they harvested crops, like tobacco; now they harvested the coal.

By 2001, the small outfit leased several of their Eagle Creek operations to Illinois Fuel, whose parent company, Appalachian Fuels in Ashland, Kentucky, operated some of the most aggressive and ruthless mountaintop removal operations in Appalachia.

The rape of Appalachia may have got its practice in our Illinois hills, but now it was our turn again in Eagle Creek.

[image: 014]

THE ILLINOIS DEPARTMENT of Commerce and Economic Opportunity never tired of reminding the country that Illinois was the “Saudi Arabia of coal.” Every state report began with this mantra: “Illinois is sitting on a vast natural resource, with coal reserves that can produce more energy than the oil reserves of Saudi Arabia.” More so, Illinois liked to claim that it possessed the largest bituminous (soft) coal reserves in the nation; or at least, the largest strippable bituminous reserves, notwithstanding its costly high-sulfur content. And Saline County, home of Eagle Creek and some of the heartland’s most diverse wilderness areas, produced more coal than any other county in Illinois.

This was only the outlandish marketing buzz, of course. Out of the 1.1 billion tons of coal produced in 2007, nearly half of it came from the Powder River Basin of Wyoming. The next five states—West Virginia’s coalfield juggernaut included—barely matched Wyoming’s output. And then came Illinois in a distant ninth, at 32 million tons, not even within reach of honorable mention, limping along as the costly high-sulfur stepchild that resented being left out of coal’s great inheritance.

Not that it stopped anyone from strip-mining Eagle Creek for its last seams.

Nearly a hundred and fifty years after the hearthstone had been placed on the foundations of our old homeplace at the Oval Hill Farm, an estimated 960,000 tons of coal were stripped from our ancestor’s original farm and adjoining areas. Shipped to a medium-size coal-fired power plant, it would have generated roughly 2.06 MWe of electricity, based on typical estimates of burning coal.

That would have been enough electricity to supply American demands for approximately four and half hours. That was the choice we made.

Now it was my turn to discover the real price we had truly paid for those four and half hours.

It was time for a reckoning at Eagle Creek.

[image: 015]

Barney Bush. (Photo by Charles F. Hammond.)
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