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Second Edition 2010
Author’s Note

This new edition of Ludlow has given me the chance to correct several small, nagging errors. Otherwise, changes in the text have been kept to a minimum. Since the book first appeared in 2007 there has been a flurry of interest in the troubles leading to the Ludlow Massacre, and I wish to note two fine new books by friends of mine: Scott Martelle’s Blood Passion and Thomas Andrews’ Killing for Coal. In the first edition I noted Zeese Papanikolas’ Buried Unsung: Louis Tikas and the Ludlow Massacre, an impassioned quest in search of a remarkable, little-known figure. Affection for Tikas remains high in his native Crete, where a bronze bust of him now stands in a plateia of Rethymnon.
But Ludlow, unlike these and other books I cited earlier, is a work of fiction, a dreamscape and not a documentary. In writing my version I have concerned myself less with verifiable facts than with the weight of imagined lives and the lyrical nature of stories. The Irish poet Patrick Kavanagh once told us Homer had made the Iliad from “A local row,” and while my tale is only glancingly Homeric it does offer larger implications. Our nation has since its founding produced a series of experiments into the nature of individuality. What is a person? Who has the right to exist in this place? Fiction asks such questions as urgently as history does.
Perhaps this is why Ludlow struck a nerve. It has gratified me to hear from many readers, even some who say they never liked poetry, who have been moved by this tale and passed it on to friends and relatives. Poetry does make things happen—in human connections at least. So I thank my friends at Red Hen Press for their faith in this book, their elegant design and enthusiastic support. I thank the teachers who have used Ludlow in their classes, the book groups that have invited me to join their discussions, the schools, colleges, libraries and bookstores that have sponsored my readings from it.
I am one of the “ungrounded ones,” and I wrote Ludlow partly to root myself back in the West after twenty years of wandering. But good friends have sustained me wherever I have lived. I thanked many of them in the first edition: Ted Kooser, Zeese Papanikolas, Jim Moore, JoAnn Verberg, Jon Mooallem, Charlotte Innes, Andrew Hudgins, R. S. Gwynn, Owen Cramer and Timothy Murphy. Here I also wish to explain the book’s dedication. The late Frederick Morgan and his wife, Paula Deitz, were among the first people ever to give me a literary home. Their journal, The Hudson Review, published all of Part One of Ludlow—one of the last things Fred accepted before his death. The confidence these two friends expressed in me, their generosity and love over the years, have made all the difference.




For Paula Deitz
And in memory of Frederick Morgan

Un ciego estaba escribiendo
lo que un mudo decía
y un sordo estaba escuchando
pa platicarlo otro día.


A blind man was writing down
What a deaf-mute had to say,
And a deaf man was listening
To talk about it the next day.


—folk song collected by Rubén Cobos


. . . ή μήπως όχι δεν απομένει τίποτε παρά μόνο τό βάρος
ή νοσταλγία του βάρους μιας ύπαρξης ζωντανής
έκει πού μένουμε τώρα ανυπόστατοι λυγίζοντας. . . .


. . . or perhaps no, nothing remains but the weight
the nostalgia for the weight of a living being
where we the ungrounded ones now abide. . . .


—George Seferis,
“The King of Asine”
Part One

1. La Huerfana


		 
Shot-firers filed in after the diggers left
and found the marked drills for their measured shot.
As daylight died the men were blasting deep
for the next day’s cuts of coal.
Down below
the mesa, smells of cooking rose from shacks
in rows, and there Luisa scrubbed the pot
as if she were some miner’s wife and not
a sapper’s daughter, scrawny, barely twelve.

		 

		 
Some nights she waited till the lamps went out
in cabins all along the line, where men
who’d tried to wash the coal dust from their skin
snored and tossed, endured by wives and children,
catching sleep for an early start—from dark
to dark below,
from desert stars to flickering kerosene,
foul air that made the young men think of death.

		 

		 
Luisa waited in the twilit Babel
of miners bedding down—some Mexican
like her late mother, some filling the night
with songs in Welsh, Italian. Some were Greek
and talked of fighting wars against the Turks
and made bouzouki strings and lyras sing,
their workers’ fingers nimble when they played
in high dry air of a Colorado camp.

		 

		 
But some nights she could barely hear the life
around her, hauling water from the creek
and pouring off the clearer part for drinking,
her heart held steady till explosions came
from gaping mines uphill, dull thudding sounds
like the push of air a man’s torso made
when other men lit into him with fists.
The mesa sounded like a beaten man,

		 

		 
pinned down and beaten senseless in the night
the way it sometimes happened to a scab
or union organizer or a man
brought in from far away to agitate.
No one who grew up as Luisa had
in coal camps from Trinidad to Pueblo,
watching the typhoid rake through families,
could say she’d never seen a beaten man.

		 

		 
The mines made widows too, when timbermen
or diggers deep inside the earth cut through
to gas and lanterns set it off, or when
the pillared chambers fell. You heard a slump
within, and some poor digger ran out choking
there was thirty boys still trapped in the seam.
And some days all you’d see was bodies carted
down the hill and bosses counting heads.

		 


* * *

		 
Luisa’s father was John Mole, the firer,
and on his team were Lefty Calabrini,
who’d lost three fingers of his gnarled right hand,
Cash Jackson, who never saved a penny,
Too Tall MacIntosh, who acquired a stoop
from running wire to the ignition box.
“I’ve always been a Mole,” her father joked
about his boyhood underground in Wales.

		 

		 
He never talked about New Mexico,
Luisa’s mother, or the typhoid curse
that took so many from this vale of tears.
He saved to buy a headstone, read his Bible,
always wore a tie to church on Sunday,
taught his child to be polite to strangers
and never say a word against a man
or woman in the camp. Luisa heard

		 

		 
the others whisper when her father passed,
“Now there’s a man who knows his dynamite.
There’s luck runs in his crew.”
“He never lost
a single fella worked for him.”
“But luck
run out at home and took Conchata with it.
Poor man’s saddled with that homely girl
to care for.”
“No, she cares for him. She works
her little fingers to the bone, that girl.”

		 

		 
And others talked without a single word,
the married men or bachelors who watched
behind her father’s back, whose sooty faces
said they saw her body growing underneath
the man’s jacket she wore against their stares.
She’s not so skinny, their tough faces said.
She’s filling out. She has her mother’s sway.
All said in silence and behind John Mole.

		 

		 
Luisa learned to walk aiming her eyes
just ahead on the hard ground of the path,
holding two buckets so they wouldn’t slosh,
and she could always swing them if some fella
jumped her in the scrub. She kept her eyes peeled
as her father told her, adding this advice:
“Never trust a stranger, child. Some of these
have come from lawless places of the world.”

		 

		 
He meant the Greeks. They spoke few English words
and walked like men who looked askance at work,
their olive fingers turning beads, dark eyes
absorbing every gesture of the camp.
Luisa heard their chatter, their Ella,
ella koritsáki mou, no safety
in their tone, the plaintive tenor of their songs,
their words a gravel to confound the tongue.

		 

		 
And now the camp fell quiet. Lamps were snuffed.
The beaten man had sighed back into earth
and firing crews descended paths in moonlight,
their gossip happy under summer stars
with all of heaven blue, dark blue above,
a perfect dome from runneled prairies east
to all the coal camps under the Front Range.
And there atop that dome, the Greeks would say,

		 

		 
the eyes of Christ Pantokrátor, World-king,
watched all, saw more than J. C. Osgood did
from Redstone or the C. F. & I., saw more
than John Mole tamping down his corncob pipe
and cupping a lighted match against the breeze,
saw more than young Luisa Mole who waited
curled beneath a blanket in her bunk,
hearing the voices of returning men—

		 

		 
saw more, I would imagine, if he lived
as the believers say he did, than barons
hours later in Manhattan, one especially
thinking of Sunday school and frugal sleep,
and of investments in some mines out West,
and that his father, John D., Senior, would
approve the profit and apply the cost
adroitly as before. The will of God.

		 

		 
But the eyes of heaven are no living eyes
as we might picture them, compassionate
or fierce. They are the blankness over all,
beautiful and empty as deep space,
the diamond-hard reflections of the stars.
I know that sky. I come to know it better
year by year, the sky of passing time
that pools and vanishes. I have come back.

		 


* * *

		 
I saw this land first in a boyhood dream
made of my father’s stories. Colorado,
where the red of earth turned at night to the blue
of moonlit heaven, where coyotes yapped
up the arroyo, and the deer came down
to seek unsullied water in the streams.
It was a fantasy:
cowboys and Indians. Home on the Range.

		 

		 
And then I saw it from an uncle’s car
on the hot, endless drive from his Boulder home
to Trinidad, before the Interstate
and air-conditioning—in the late fifties.
I, the spoiled middle son of a doctor
asking when we’d get there, wherever there was,
and now there seemed so inhospitable
I no doubt longed for my rainy home up north.

		 

		 
A solitary cone of rock rose up
from lacerated land, the dry arroyos,
scars that scuppered water in flood season
down to a river. In dusty summertime
the cottonwoods eked out a living there
in a ragged line below the high peaks.
The ground was a plate of stony scutes that shone
like diamonds at noon, an hour when diamondbacks

		 

		 
coiled on sunbaked rocks. Or so I pictured
in color films imagination shot.
The butte they called El huerfano, alone
east of the highway. . . . We were driving south,
and to the west the heat-waved mountains rose,
abrasive peaks without a trace of snow,
bare rock above a belt of evergreens.
This was my father’s home. My father had

		 

		 
a childhood here, so far away from mine,
and knew of mines in the long-vanished towns,
a butte the Mexicans had named “the Orphan,”
and two peaks Indians called the Huajatollas,
“Breasts of the Earth,” that made me and my brother
giggle, pounding each other’s arms. “Ludlow,”
my uncle said and pointed. Father told
of militia men posted in those hills,

		 

		 
the miners camped below. “The bastards fired
machine guns on the miners’ tents,” he said.
“Yes, and set the tents on fire”—our uncle
told the rest, but I was much too young
to think of soldiers doing any evil,
and yawned these complications out of mind.
An open window of my uncle’s car
with dry wind whooshing through it framed my dreams.

		 


* * *

		 
I dream Luisa dreaming at midday,
picking through heaps of bony by the mine
for any bits of coal to burn in the stove.
She has walked far to gather wood, the land
picked clean for miles around, found water
that runs clean upstream from the Berwind mines,
but it’s far to carry such a heavy load.
Luisa carries more than wood and water.

		 

		 
Her dream is simple—a mother-moment
of brushing hair outdoors one summer day.
Her mother told about New Mexico,
el hueso gisandero, how the village
shared the thigh bone of a buffalo,
its marrow flavored broth from every fire
until the magic of the bone was gone
and women cut it into squares for buttons.

		 

		 
Luisa shakes it off. She holds her apron
close to keep the company eyes from spying
the eight small knobs of coal it holds. Her shoes
worn thin as calluses, she sidesteps down
the sliding slag, then takes the path that cuts
across the switchbacked wagon road to home.
The men are at the mines. The firers check
their wire and fuses. Timekeepers keep time

		 

		 
as only timekeepers can. A train goes by
for Trinidad, a town where agitators
hawk their leftist papers and talk of strikes.
At Walsenburg the crooked sheriff, Jeff
“King” Farr, receives an order of new rifles,
while up in Denver Damon Runyon writes
of miners dying in more accidents:
“With gunny sacking spread on the greasy floor

		 

		 
and with tubs and tables ready, the coroner
of Las Animas waits in a grimy machine shop
for the pitiful procession that must soon come
filing out of the dismal hole in the hillside.”
Rising from the Rocky Mountain News,
the moment juts into the stream of time
where Billy Reno, the company’s chief thug,
beats the tar out of nosy journalists.

		 

		 
The agitators wait for union orders.
The managers of pluck me stores await
bankers who will change the miners’ scrip
for cash that would enable them to move,
if they are lucky, down to Trinidad.
The rocks outwait the people, rise and fall
so slowly human beings are unaware
even as they dig for their lives within.

		 

		 
All are waiting one summer afternoon,
kept by time like piñon and prickly pear,
like dry wash and cow pie, buffalo skull,
like the man beaten in a world below
the crust of earth where life is standing still.
Luisa Mole arrives at her cabin door
to spill the bits of coal and build the fire
for supper. It will be her father’s last.

		 


* * *

		 
With Too Tall, Lefty, and their partner, Cash,
John Mole had checked the charges, tamped them in
to open an impressive seam, pure coal
beyond the pillars cut that afternoon.
Despite the coal dust on his sleeves, the room
felt clean, well dug and tidy. The black seam,
bituminous, showed crystal facets
that caught the lamplight almost beautifully.

		 

		 
“She’s ready, John,” said Lefty. They took the spool
between them and ran stooping up the slope
while Too Tall gathered the lamps behind them.
John was nearly forty. His years below
had given him a touch of the black lung
and made him learn the craft of dynamite
for better pay and less time underground.
He couldn’t run far before he stopped to cough.

		 

		 
This night he paused so often for some air
that Cash stepped in to heft the spool. “Away,
ye’ve done enough,” said Too Tall with his burr.
“Away with ye. Off ye go.” John Mole went up
the path of mules and men, from dark to light,
or light that failed even as it dazzled him.
Coughing to clear his lungs,
he stood still in the failing light, looking down

		 

		 
on lamplit houses far below, and then
the folded, darkening land spreading east.
He knew the others watched him without hate
though measuring his strength against the day
he’d quit. He saw that day and was afraid
but pushed his fear as he had always done
deep into the mine of himself, unquarried
and unspoken of like most other feelings.

		 

		 
“She’s wired up, John. She’ll take the fuckin plunge.”
Lefty passed his stubbed hand above the box
in a crippled benediction, laughing.
They left the tipple for a boulder’s shelter.
“Fire below,” John said.
The first charge rumbled
almost out of ear-shot. The second missed.
“The bitch,” said Lefty. “She won’t give over.”
“Connection’s bad,” John said. “You lads stay here.”

		 

		 
“Sit you down,” said Too Tall. “Ye’ll have a fit.”
“I’m fine,” said John Mole. “I can splice a wire.”
So he walked upright the way they all had come,
goggles on, a kerchief tied for breathing
dust that had shaken loose in the first blast.
Swallowed in utter dark, he pushed his fear
into that very mine, and took his last steps,
a man dead set to prove he was a man.

		 


* * *

		 
The coroner knew when they had brought him down
whose stunned remains these were, his limbs intact,
his face the face of a man who only slept,
internal organs jellied by the blast
that knocked him through a thin wall of the mine.
“It finally got John Mole,” he said. “Jesus,
I never thought I’d see you bring him in.”
And Too Tall MacIntosh was almost crying.

		 

		 
The first explosion cut a vein of gas
that flooded chambers. It was John Mole’s lamp
that set it off. “A lucky accident,”
said some, “to kill one man. It could kill fifty.”
“He was as good as fifty men,” said Cash,
but inside thought it was the end for Mole
before he died. A man worn out for work,
who lost his purpose when he lost his wife.

		 

		 
There was the girl, of course, who ran out screaming
when she heard, and seemed to pummel the earth,
her fists stuck full of cactus spines and bleeding,
her wails heard all that night at a neighbor’s hearth.
La huerfana, they called her. Pobrecita.
For weeks thereafter she was desolate,
until some company lackey came to tell her
she would have to leave. Her little house was let.

		 



2. Late Hunting


		 
Long-legged and agile, the native scrapper
hunting alone or in packs, feasting, starving,
tricking its small prey to leave their burrows,
coyote was no friend to local ranchers.
They shot the beasts and hung their carcasses
as fenceline warnings. Still coyote preyed
by day or night, survival’s worshipper,
and skirted camps so humans wouldn’t see him.

		 

		 
Sometimes he picked clean what others killed—
the catamounts or men with guns, the blizzards
that left cattle frozen on the prairie
and drove hardscrabble ranchers to despair.
Some sign of death could meet a fellow’s eye
wherever he looked: knives in a saloon,
the typhoid spread by dirty water, diggers
buried by the dozen deep in the mines.

		 

		 
Mole’s death was one more sadness in the towns:
Tabasco, Berwind, Ludlow, Aguilar. . . .
Las Animas County had La huerfana
as yet another cause for discontent.
“It was her father’s life,” one digger said,
“his twelve years working for the C. F. & I.
The bastards tried to pay her damages
in scrip, then set her packing up the house.”

		 

		 
Another shook his head: “Mole should’ve known.
He should’ve sat and waited for the Fire-boss
to test for gas. It wasn’t safe to go
but he went anyway—his own mistake.”
And of the girl, “She still a child,” said one.
“She need familia. Where she go spend
the paper they give her for the pluck me store?
Now they got strangers in the house with her.”

		 

		 
Most kept their voices low or did not speak
for fear of company spies. Too Tall and Lefty
chanced it the afternoon the mine was closed
and walked the dozen miles to Trinidad.
The union man, John Lawson, had come down
from Denver. In a sympathizer’s house
he met small groups of men. Big, steady-eyed
as he shook their hands, he had a boxer’s build.

		 

		 
He spoke of work as a man who knew work:
“I was a picker back in Pennsylvania,
nine years old and all day climbing the slag.
I’ve done my share of digging, timber cutting.
I was down here for the strike in ’03,
seven years ago. Damn near lost my wife
and daughter when they dynamited our shack.
I took a bullet for the cause. We lost

		 

		 
because they sent militia with their guards
and trained in scabs—new starving immigrants.”
He paused, seeming to face each man who stood
in the lamplit room, and for that moment he
was P. T. Barnum and he knew his crowd
by heart. “You boys, maybe you were the scabs?
You needed work and they had work to give?
It starts that way. The scabs take union jobs

		 

		 
and soon enough the scabs learn why we struck.
We’ll get no help from William Howard Taft
or Guggenheims and Rockefellers, the New York
money-grubbers. They see you as capital.”
And Too Tall thought he’d never heard a man
speak on his feet like this one, who could use
words and fists in equal measure. He smelled
the unwashed bodies of men pressing close

		 

		 
to listen as John Lawson told of fights,
of sneaking into Walsenburg one night
where “King” Farr ran saloons and whorehouses,
ran the county as his own demesne
in fealty to those greater kings back East,
and deputized any man who’d wear a gun
or wield a blackjack on the law’s behalf.
Lawson took his lumps there, as did others.

		 

		 
That was how John Lawson worked at first—
in small groups, winning men with words and not
hysterics, careful to talk of fairness, bonds
a working man could understand, the things
he saw himself, from cheating weight men to
the beatings meted out by Sheriff Farr.
The company had eyes in Trinidad
as well, so one man stood watch at the door.

		 

		 
“Our time is coming,” he told the men. “Tonight
you see a handful whispering in a room,
but when we shut down every mine, stay clear
of their illegal scrip
and douse coke-oven fires, you bet your life
they’ll notice.”
“We’ve only scrip,” said Too Tall.
“It’s company beans we eat or we eat nothing,
company homes or we’re in cardboard boxes.”

		 

		 
“That’s why the union’s here. Only in a group,
only together can we win the day.”
“They’ll fight,” said Too Tall, “as they always have.”
He thought of his dead friend and had no heart
to see more death.
“And we’ll fight back,” John Lawson said. “The union
wants a victory and the nation needs it.
We’re hoarding guns. Now the job’s to win peace.”

		 

		 
The fierceness in his face had disappeared.
“Peace among the miners. Stop Piedmontese
from scrapping with Sicilians, keep the Slavs
from back-stabbing Japs, restrain the Greeks
when a Cretan picks a fight.
A regular Mexican riot’s what they want.
The company pretends to be paternal,
pretends they give a damn who lives and dies.

		 

		 
They want you tribes of miners to say thanks
for the table scraps they give of their good hearts.
But men, these rich rats are getting fatter
daily on your sweat, your sweethearts’ hunger.
Now’s the time for an alternative
to pissing your days in someone else’s dirt.”
Collar loose, sleeves rolled, big hands on hips,
Lawson paced, then looked at Lefty and Too Tall:

		 

		 
“You blasting crews take home a wage—it’s scrip
but it’s pay by the job. What’s a digger get?
He’s got a weight man tagging every ton
he wheels out—coal, not slag. He’s got to pick
the bony from the coal—that’s unpaid dead-work.
And then there’s timbers and props to make it safe—
no pay for that so a man just timbers less
with one result—more dead Dagos and Japs,

		 

		 
and what mine owner ever cared for them?”
He thumped his chest. “We’re here to say a Jap’s
as good as a Mexican Dago Greek
and they’re all as good as any Rockefeller.
We want a union. We want an eight-hour day
and the free choice of where to spend cash wages
and fair pay for dead-work. We only ask
what’s ours, but if it’s war the company wants

		 

		 
we’ll find a good use for your dynamite.”

		 


* * *

		 
They left the meeting in the predawn dark
and started north. Outside of town they took
the moonlit footpaths cutting the dirt roads.
Lefty seemed to feel in his right hand
a ready fist—who needed fingers to fight?
With each step his mind was naming the names
of men he’d pick for beatings. There was Coyle,
for one, who weighed coal on company scales.

		 

		 
There were diggers like Pacheco, Fante, Smith,
who whispered to bosses what they heard men say
below in the dark. The spies were obvious
because they fried more bacon with their beans
and all their kids wore shoes. He was a scrapper,
Lefty was, and never dodged a fight.
From the day he reached New York at age ten,
he fought hard and he learned American.

		 

		 
Mostly he learned to swear. He had a nose
for women, could sniff a whore out of a pew
(not that he went to church)
and seemed to fight and fuck his way through life
when he wasn’t blowing rock walls to bits.
“Do you think we’ll do it?’ he asked the Scot.
“We could make those bastards piss their britches,
couldn’t we? We could bust a few noses.”

		 

		 
“Aye,” said Too Tall. “We could that. And our own
could bleed a little too. Both sides are scunnered.
They’ll make a scrimmage or a heap of bones.”
He paused on the footpath, hands in trouser pockets,
and then looked down at Lefty. “I’m afraid
the fight you’re looking for will come too soon.”
Some movement caught his eye. He turned to look
but it was only moonlight catching glints

		 

		 
of broken glass beside the path. He stared
a long time at night shadows from the scrub.
And though the land was high and dry out here
he thought of Ayrshire where he used to walk
on nights like this, a moon to light the way.
“I wonder,” he said. And Lefty answered him:
“That’s your trouble, always wondering something.”
And Too Tall: “If I’ll stay on here, I mean.”

		 

		 
“This is my home,” said Lefty. “I’ll kill the man
who says it isn’t. I’ll kill him with one hand
if I have to.”
“No,” said his friend. “Not I.
I mean I’ve no objection to a union,
but I won’t kill. And won’t stay here forever.
What I want’s a cash wage for a day’s work,
and one day I’ll pack up my wife and boys
and buy a passage home.” A wooden snap

		 

		 
made both men stop and look. The four-legged shadow
scooted from behind a tree and crossed
the scrub, a furry critter in its jaws.
“An early breakfast,” Too Tall said, and laughed.
“Who knows what’s to become of the likes of us?
I wonder every time I set a wire,
and now I wonder what our friend John Mole
would make of all this talk.”

		 

		 
Mention of the dead man changed his mood
as if a cloud had crossed the moon, and sight
of that coyote with its pulsing food
darting for cover at the end of night.
He felt so tired and hungry. They stopped to eat
dry bread they’d brought along for the long hike.
“I know,” said Lefty as he rubbed his feet.
“He’d go too slow at first. And then he’d strike.”

		 






End of sample
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