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For Papaw and Mamaw,


for the quiet strength they carried,

and for the roads they walked
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Author’s Note

This book is a memoir.

It is made of the memories I carry, the ones that stayed with me long after the people and places are gone. Most of these stories happened more than fifty years ago. I was a boy then, trying to understand the world the best way I knew how.

Every story in these pages is true in the way I lived it.

The feelings, the people, the land, and the lessons are exactly as I remember them. I do not claim every detail is perfect down to the inch or the minute — memory doesn’t work that way, especially after a lifetime has passed. But I have stayed faithful to the heart of each moment, and I have written these scenes the way they live inside me still.

Some descriptions are fuller now than they were when I was a child.

Some conversations are rebuilt from the pieces I remember — the tone, the meaning, the way a man like Poppy would have spoken. Nothing here is invented to impress or to sell a story. Anything added is only to help the reader understand clearly what I saw, what I felt, and what these people meant to me.

This book is not fiction.

But it is not a court transcript either.

It is the truth as I know it —

the truth of growing up in the mountains,

the truth of the men who raised me,

and the truth of a boy trying to make sense of life, loss, and love in a hollow that shaped him.

If others who lived through parts of these times remember things a little differently, that does not make their memories wrong or mine untrue. It simply means each of us carried away our own piece of the story. These pages hold mine.

Thank you for reading them.

— Robert Hamilton
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Greeting: 

Fire at Dusk, Stories Trading 

This is usually how these stories come out.

Not all at once. Not planned.

It’s late enough that the day has finally loosened its grip, but not so late that anyone’s in a hurry to leave. There’s a fire going — nothing fancy — just enough to push back the dark and give folks something to look at while they talk.

Somebody’s got a drink in their hand. Somebody else might have a guitar leaned up nearby, whether it gets played or not. Stories move around the circle the way they always do — passed from one person to the next, taken up, set down, laughed at, or let sit quiet for a minute.

I listen more than I talk at first. I always have.

Now, I’ve been known to get a little talkative once the stories start rolling — especially if there’s a drink involved — but it’s never about taking over. It’s just the way remembering gains its own momentum when folks are comfortable and nobody’s rushing you along.

And sooner or later, the talk turns toward grandfathers — the kind of men who didn’t say much but somehow shaped everything anyway.

That’s usually when I lean forward, warm my hands toward Brickyard Hill. Let me tell you about my grandfather.

BRICKYARD HILL

The hill was never just where Papaw lived.

Long before I understood anything about coal companies or town lines, or why Jenkins existed where it did, I knew that hill had been worked. You could see it in the way the ground changed color, in the places where the slope looked cut instead of grown, in the way dirt stayed bare no matter how long time tried to soften it.

Some hills are shaped by weather.

That one was shaped by need.

The town below it didn’t rise by accident. Bricks came out of that hill — clay dug from its side, fired and stacked and laid one on top of another until houses stood where trees had been. Churches. Stores. Schools. Jenkins was lifted out of the mountain the same way coal was — piece by piece, with no thought given to how it might look later.

By the time I knew Brickyard Hill, the work had already been done. The brickyards were quiet. The companies had changed names. But the hill still carried the marks. Cuts where the mountain had been opened. Slopes that didn’t quite match the rest. Ground that felt packed harder under your boots.

Papaw’s place sat right in the middle of it all.

You didn’t just drive up to his house — you entered the hill. The driveway ran long from the road, cut straight across the mountain so there’d be room to stop, to park, to work. The bank rose up along it the whole way, dirt stacked high where the mountain had been told to step back.

The house sat across from that cut, steady and watchful. Below it were the building, the tools, the coal, the dog pen, and beyond that, the garden climbing the slope the only way it could.

Papaw understood that hill.

He didn’t talk about its history. He didn’t need to. He treated it like something that had already proven itself. When he bought land there, he wasn’t trying to tame it. He was making space where space had already been taken once before.

We teased him about trying to own all of Brickyard Hill. He never argued.

That hill saw everything.

It saw men come home blackened from the mines. It saw women wait, children grow, houses change hands. It saw gardens cut sideways into slopes, ropes holding machines in place, beans strung on porches in the evening light. It saw rats dig where they didn’t belong and learned, once again, that Papaw had his limits.

The hill pushed back sometimes.

Rain washed dirt away. Grass refused to take. The bank stayed bare no matter how much time passed. And when Papaw decided something had gone far enough, the hill learned what finality sounded like.

Still, it held.

Years later, trailers came. Ground was leveled where gardens had once climbed. Driveways widened. The shape of the place softened in spots and sharpened in others. Families stayed close. Houses filled in around one another, the way mountain families do when they don’t want to drift too far apart.

If you stand there now, it looks like any other lived-in place.

But I know better.

Brickyard Hill gave itself up once to build a town. Then it gave itself again to hold the people who stayed. It carried work, grief, patience, stubbornness, and a kind of quiet authority that didn’t need to announce itself.

Some places raise people.

Others teach them how to stand.

I – The Work That Shaped Him

Papaw was always a big man to me.

Not just tall—though he stood just over six foot two, long-armed and long-legged, built like the mountains had stretched him upward before letting him loose on the world—but big in the way a presence grows when a man has lived hard and right for a very long time.

By the time I came along, he had already spent decades underground.

He started young, back in the days when a miner’s first tools were a pick, a shovel, and a carbide light, not a machine with buttons and gauges. He learned to load coal by hand, crawling in tight seams where a man Papaw’s size had no business fitting. Most miners bent themselves to the mine; Papaw bent the mine to him. He used to joke that God made him too tall for digging, but too stubborn not to.

The other miners said he had strength laying down.

That meant something special in coal country.

Anybody can look strong standing upright in the daylight.

But underground—flat on your side, ribs pressed against rock, swinging a pick in a space too tight for truth—that is where a man’s real strength shows.

And Papaw had it.

Even men half his size would shake their heads watching him work, wondering how someone built like that could move in a place built for moles.

When the mines modernized, Papaw modernized with them.

He mastered every piece of equipment they put in front of him.

A continuous miner has a forest of levers—ten or twelve of them—each one controlling a different motion, a different cut, a different angle of the drum. Most men learned the pattern slow, jerky, like they were dancing with a partner who didn’t trust them yet.

But Papaw handled that machine like it was just another extension of his own arms.

Smooth.

Confident.

Precise.

By then, he’d worked at more mines than most folks knew existed.

Coal seams ran out, companies folded, jobs shifted from one hollow to the next. He went wherever the work was: Jenkins, McRoberts, Haymond, places further out where the good pay or the safer roof was. He wasn’t chasing coal so much as chasing a living—and chasing the chance to come home to Mamaw and the girls with the bills paid and groceries on the table.

No matter which mine he worked, no matter which crew he landed on, Papaw gained a reputation that followed him down every track:

He was steady.

He was fair.

He was the one who held men together when things got rough.

Miners aren’t quick to hand out compliments—not where the work is dark and dangerous and every man has to prove himself the hard way. But they trusted Papaw. They followed him. Some men lead with their voice; Papaw led with the way he carried himself.

Quiet, respectful, not afraid of anything but foolishness.

He wasn’t the kind of man who talked about being a leader.

He just was one.

When I picture him in those years, I always see him stepping out of the morning darkness, lunch bucket in hand, carbide light clipped to his hat, the smell of coal dust and sweat and oil already in his clothes. I see his long stride, the way he adjusted his shoulders under the weight of a shift he knew would be hard. And I imagine the men behind him—some older, some younger—matching his pace without even realizing it.

Papaw never bragged about his years in the mines.

If anything, he spoke as if every man had done what he did.

But the truth is, not many could have.

Not many were built like him—body or spirit.

And even fewer carried the respect he did from one mine to the next, from one generation of miners to the one that came after.

Before I ever knew him as a grandfather,

before I knew him as the church greeter or the man who kept the heat going in the building,

before he sat in that old recliner with a Bible in his lap—

Papaw was a miner.

And the mines shaped everything that came after.

II – Papaw in the Daylight

Underground, Papaw was a different kind of man—

all muscle and instinct

and the steady calm of someone who had spent half his life

in the dark.

But above ground, in the daylight,

he settled into himself in a way the mines never showed.

I remember Papaw at home more as a presence than a figure.

Quiet, steady, moving through the house and yard

like a man who’d already done his shouting in life

and didn’t see a reason to do any
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