
			
				[image: cover]
			

	
		
			
				ALSO BY JEANNE MARIE LASKAS

				The Balloon Lady and Other People I Know

				We Remember: Women Born at the Turn of the Century Tell the Stories of Their Lives in Words and Pictures

				Fifty Acres and a Poodle: A Story of Love, Livestock, and Finding Myself on a Farm

				The Exact Same Moon: Fifty Acres and a Family

				Growing Girls: The Mother of All Adventures

			

		

	
			
				[image: ]
			

	
		
			
				[image: NewPutnamLogo25K.eps]

				G. P. PUTNAM’S SONS

				Publishers Since 1838

				Published by the Penguin Group

				Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA • Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) • Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England • Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd) • Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd) • Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi–110 017, India • Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd) • Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

				Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

				Copyright © 2012 by Jeanne Marie Laskas

				All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

				Published simultaneously in Canada

				The following chapters have previously been published in GQ, in different form: “Underworld,” “Hecho en América,” “G-L-O-R-Y,” “Traffic,” “The Rig,” and “This Is Paradise.” “Beef” was previously published in Smithsonian, in different form.

				Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

				Laskas, Jeanne Marie, date.

				 Hidden America : from coal miners to cowboys, an extraordinary exploration of the unseen people who make this country work / Jeanne Marie Laskas.

				   p.   cm.

				  ISBN 978-1-101-60056-6

				 1. Working class—United States—Social conditions. 2. Working class—United States—Biography.  3. Working class—United States—Social life and customs. 4. Manual work—Social aspects—United States. 5. Subculture—United States. 6. Laskas, Jeanne Marie, 1958—Travel—United States. 7. United States—Description and travel. 8. United States—Social conditions—1980– 9. United States—Social life and customs—1971– I. Title.

				  HD8072.5.L37  2012      2012025457

				  305.5'.620973—dc23

				While the author has made every effort to provide accurate telephone numbers, Internet addresses, and other contact information at the time of publication, neither the publisher nor the author assumes any responsibility for errors, or for changes that occur after publication. Further, the publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

				[image: Pearson CR Logo]

			

		

	
		
			
				To Alex, Anna, and Sasha

			

		

	
		
			
				AMERICAN mouth-songs!

				Those of mechanics—each one singing his, as it should be, blithe and strong,

				The carpenter singing his, as he measures his plank or beam,

				The mason singing his, as he makes ready for work, or leaves off work,

				The boatman singing what belongs to him in his boat—the deck-hand singing on the steamboat deck,

				The shoemaker singing as he sits on his bench—the hatter singing as he stands,

				The wood-cutter’s song—the ploughboy’s, on his way in the morning, or at the noon intermission, or at sundown;

				The delicious singing of the mother—or of the young wife at work—or the girl sewing or washing—Each singing what belongs to her, and to none else,

				The day what belongs to the day—At night, the party of young fellows, robust, friendly, clean-blooded, singing with melodious voices, melodious thoughts.

				Come! some of you! still be flooding The States with hundreds and thousands of mouth-songs, fit for The States only.

				—WALT WHITMAN, FROM LEAVES OF GRASS, 1860 EDITION
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				INTRODUCTION

				The idea for this book began forming in a coal mine, about five hundred feet underneath Ohio, when I was rolling through pitch-black darkness on a “mantrip,” a small, squat, topless train car. My hip was wedged into the back of the miner next to me, my feet propped on somebody else, all of us tangled together, ducking low to avoid scraping our hard hats on the impossibly low ceiling. A pinpoint of light shining from my hat revealed little beyond a ramshackle system of posts and beams keeping the entire operation from collapsing. This is not a place for people, this is not a place for people, this is not a place for people, I thought, in rhythmic beats roughly in time with the clunk and clatter of the mantrip.

				Everyone imagines going down when they think of a coal mine, but the real surprise is going in. The tunnel took our little knotted group farther and farther inside the earth, a mile, two miles, eventually about six miles away from the elevator shaft that had dropped us down. When the mantrip stopped, we rolled off it and righted ourselves and stood up—sort of. The ceiling of the mine was just five feet high. We were now at the face of it, where, bent over like broken saplings, the guys worked ten-hour shifts digging coal.

				I tried to take the situation in stride, as you might, politely, when visiting a neighbor’s sadly dilapidated home, or when listening to a child scratch out a tune on a violin; but the combination of the darkness, the six-mile commute away from our only escape hatch, and the fact that the earth all around us was bleeding deadly methane that could with the slightest encouragement explode—all of these aspects combined to steal from me any sense of decorum. ARE YOU FREAKIN’ KIDDING ME? is what I said, many times over, in those first few days of a months-long journey in and out of the mine. “They should make the ceiling higher!” I said, stupidly. “It’s like the size of a small city down here; they couldn’t put another stinkin’ elevator in?” Eventually, I just kept saying, “Dude, this is ridiculous.”

				The miners responded to my commentary with bored expressions. A flat gaze. An exhausted double blink that had a language all its own. It was a look that held the evocative message that would ultimately keep me in its grasp and set me off on the nine separate journeys over a two-year period that form the foundation of this book.

				What is the matter with you? those miners seemed to say. How is it that you know nothing about us, our lives, this world?

				Here was coal, a $27 billion industry, the fastest-growing energy source on the planet. And here were the guys who dug it. Every time we flip on a light switch, we burn a lump of coal. My daily life was intimately connected to these people—dependent on them—and yet, up until my time in that mine, I knew nothing about them or their world.

				It was humiliating. It seemed wrong in some inexplicable way. In writing Hidden America, I wanted to make that wrongness explicable. I wanted to connect my life to the people who make it livable and, maybe, reintroduce America to some of its forgotten self.

				Who are the people who pick our vegetables, grow our beef, haul our stuff to the marketplace, make our trash disappear? Moreover, how did that become such a difficult question to answer? It seems to me we used to know the people who made our lives livable. We were more than likely related to them. In a preindustrial America, and in a small-town America, there was Uncle Charlie with his cows, Cousin Mike coming by with his truckload of hay, Aunt Sarah and her basket of lima beans, and, of course, the milkman. The raw material and the labor of the everyday had personalities associated with them, as well as culture and history.

				That’s all gone now. We live in cities, suburbs. We are busy. We expect electricity, a temperature-controlled environment, food, speed, and minimal inconvenience (i.e., not a stinky horse) in getting from here to there. We expect somebody to take our garbage away and do something with it so we don’t have to think about it. We expect the shelves in our malls to be stocked with the things we need, when we need them. We have work to do, papers to sign, mortgages to make. We are civilized. We don’t meet the cattle whose briskets we eat, we don’t know the shape or the color of the hands that pick our lettuce, peaches, or celery. If the disconnect between us (the people who demand) and them (the people who supply) says anything about us, it’s probably not flattering.

				And yet, in Hidden America I am not advocating for some so-called simpler time, all of us chopping our own wood to fuel the stove, wringing the necks of chickens in order to feed our kids, gathering wheat, rolling oats, spinning cotton or wool. As anyone with a flat-screen knows, the simpler time is now, and I’m all for it.

				Instead, I’m inviting America to steal a glance into these worlds, some hugely complicated industries, some tiny and private contributions, to wander with me and consider the everyday anew. Everything you know about America—all the history, all the politics, all the lessons from all the economic indicators, all the arguments from the red states and the blue—is irrelevant when you are sitting in a coal mine, or staring at a radar screen showing thousands of airplanes flying at once, or wrangling five hundred pregnant Red Angus cows beneath a blazing hot desert sunrise.

				—

				SOME MONTHS AFTER I left the coal mine, I was about 250 miles above the Arctic Circle, a few miles off the shore of Alaska in the frozen Beaufort Sea on a man-made island where the temperature hung around minus 45 degrees. I tilted my fur-lined hood in such a way as to deflect the wind as I listened to a guy talk about a stuck drill bit, making no mention of the fact that his mustache had turned into a bristle of ice. The small society of workers I got to know on that frozen island—where no one left for weeks and sometimes months at a time—enacted a drama underscoring the intensity of America’s thirst for oil, of course, but also gave me insight into a certain kind of love, a brotherhood born of survival, and allowed me to witness private acts of heroism in combinations that shifted, yet again, my relationship to the everyday conveniences of modern life.

				I went to Los Angeles County, California, where I tumbled atop a mighty machine rolling down steep cliffs of garbage nearly as high as the coal mine in Ohio was deep and pondered the quietly brilliant work of American engineers who fifty years ago set out to conquer the physics of trash, a conundrum so vast as to become philosophical: trash is matter, and matter never leaves. You can change its form, move it from here to there, plop it into the ocean, burn it, bury it, but it will always be with us. The people who manage trash became, to me, weirdly spiritual.

				The aim of my research presumed that the people of Hidden America wanted to be known, a naïve miscalculation that occurred to me only as I discovered those who were indifferent to it, and, most notably, those who didn’t want to be known at all. I lived in a migrant worker camp in Maine and set out with the workers before dawn to the blueberry barrens and learned about the lives of the people who pick our food. They had come from Mexico, Peru, Colombia, and points far south of the border; some were documented, some were not, and most of them lived in shame in the shadows, hiding, violating our laws as they toiled in the fields, picking the very berries with which I’ve long topped my Shredded Wheat each morning. Now that I know these people, I don’t approach the table in the same way. Now there is personal gratitude, anger, frustration, and responsibility.

				Being known, becoming invisible, being celebrated, hiding: these were constantly shifting objectives I confronted as I researched this book. In the control tower at New York’s LaGuardia Airport, I learned about invisibility as a goal unto itself: here was a team of technically trained soldiers caring for an unsuspecting public that needed them more than it would ever know. Only when an air traffic controller fails does he get notice; like so many characters in Hidden America, the better these people were at their jobs, the more invisible they became.

				Hidden America is a look at America from the inside out, and that shift in paradigm is not a subtle one. The perspective is, in fact, the exact opposite of the view we’ve become accustomed to taking in our celebrity-driven culture. Get on TV! Make millions! Win awards! We become so familiar with the narrative we forget that there are any others happening at all.

				I wondered about fame, tried to see if there was any place at all for it in a book about Hidden America. I thought about entertainment, our biggest stage, our most celebrated spectacle. The NFL generates $9 billion annually, pays its actors handsomely to run and jump and crash into each other while catching and throwing balls. Meantime, smiling cheerleaders dance on the sidelines, begging for notice. What would happen if we stopped and said hello to these folks, too? What I discovered with the Ben-Gals cheerleading squad was a different kind of invisibility, a distinctively female one. Dress identically, wear identical orange lipstick, move in identical sequence, become the same in order to become your best self. Moreover, the cheerleaders demonstrated nationalism at its most basic level, every Sunday embodying a contradiction I came to understand as uniquely American.

				Sisterhood in Hidden America appeared as a slight variation of the brotherhood that became such a common theme—the value system in so many of those worlds held teamwork and support in paramount regard—while motherhood was a whole different animal altogether. A trucker named Sputter opened that examination for me, somewhere in Iowa, and hauling tractor parts with Sputter turned into a surprising personal journey.

				My own political views have no place in this book, and I deliberately steered away from making pleas on behalf of anyone—undocumented immigrants, environmentalists, or other interest groups, even the progesterone-juiced cows pumping out perfect calves in West Texas. And yet, it seemed incomplete to ignore the fact that America continues to split itself into political extremes. How could I begin to make sense of that divide in a way that was consistent with the goals of Hidden America? I decided to set off to meet the people of a Hidden America I believed I had the least chance of ever understanding: gun owners. I needed to jump across the divide, full-on, and sit awhile. How, anyway, did America become a nation of some 300 million guns and 80 million gun owners? I don’t mean politically, or even historically. I mean, how? Who are the people who arm America? Who are the clerks who stand behind the counter explaining, showing, doling out firearms? I went to Yuma, Arizona, and worked behind the counter at a gun store to learn. I sold assault rifles and pistols, semiautos and revolvers, while I listened and learned to speak a language I have yet to fully figure out how to translate to the people who inhabit the side of the American divide where I come from. The world of guns is the one culture in this book that remains for me the most inexplicable rabbit hole.

				I could of course have gone on and on. I wonder about corn, about cotton, shipping ports, bridges and tall buildings, and about the whispers of unnamed soldiers buried beneath tiny flags. Hidden America only gets bigger and more complex the more you peck away at it and try to understand it.

				—

				IT IS IMPORTANT TO NOTE, I think, that Hidden America, like any book, has a sound track against which it is written and read. If America is singing right now, in 2012, the music is loud, cacophonous, all percussion and unyielding refrain:

				Don’t blame Wall Street, don’t blame the big banks, if you don’t have a job and you’re not rich, blame yourself!

				STOP THE WAR ON WORKERS!

				AS BUSINESS LEADERS, WE KNOW WHAT IT TAKES TO CREATE JOBS. LET US EXPLAIN HOW TO PUT AMERICA BACK TO WORK.

				We are the 99 percent.

				Don’t tax our job creators more!

				This book has no new slogans to add to the shouting, offers no charged rhetoric to the cause of the 99 percenters or the 1 percent. If Hidden America takes any position at all, it is necessarily from the sidelines, underneath, above, or inside. It speaks from these vantage points—captures the quiet, nuanced conversations that the shouting and the sloganeering drown out. Hidden America doesn’t have an argument to make. Hidden America is busy. Hidden America is tired. Hidden America doesn’t have a lot of time to sit around and watch debates on TV. Hidden America needs a beer and to get to bed. These are the people who keep America alive and ticking. The people who, were they to walk off the job tomorrow, would bring life as we know it to a halt.

				I’ve thought about why any of this research or any of these stories matter: Why should I care who powers my lights, why my steak tastes so good, how my flight gets to the ground? I just want my damn lights to work, my steaks to be tender, and to get from here to there safely and on time. Like anyone, I have more important things to do than concern myself with the guts of the operation. (There is, after all, a reason we put doors on our furnace rooms and cover our engines with shiny hoods.) I think about how my eyes have been opened, again and again, over the past few years researching this book, and about all the perfectly fine years I lived with them closed. Which is better?

				The image I come up with is that of the child who is never asked to set the table, whip the potatoes, or take out the trash. The child who wants a new toy and gets it, a new set of gloves, a hat. It comes to her because she asks for it, and so she asks for more. This goes on until expectation sets in, privilege and entitlement. Then the child discovers one day, eventually, and if she is lucky, that her parents work to provide her with food, shelter, clothing, entertainment, a comfortable life. She learns of the family’s larger function, that her desires are just a piece of the puzzle; the world is infinitely larger, richer, and worthy of her contribution, too.

				It happens all the time, I suppose, whether you are talking about a child’s role in a family, a citizen’s in a country, or if you consider just any old customer in a deli ordering ham. Pull the curtain back and show the action backstage, how it’s done and how much brain power and brawn and sacrifice goes into making the systems work, and it becomes remarkable and fabulous and awesome.

			

		

	
		
			
				UNDERWORLD

				Hopedale Mining 
Cadiz, Ohio

				He handed me a salt-and-vinegar potato chip. We were more than five hundred feet underground, sitting on a blanket of powdered limestone, up in section two and a half south. I asked him if there was anything he enjoyed about coal mining.

				He thought a moment. “I’m gonna say no,” he said.

				“Oh, come on,” I said.

				“You gotta stop shining your freakin’ light in my eye,” he said. “What did I tell you about that?”

				He told me that the one thing that was going to piss off Billy, Smitty, Pap, Ragu, and the rest of the guys in the crew was if I pointed my light directly in their eyes. It’s a common early mistake. The normal human urge is to look a person in the eye, and when your only visibility is from a hard hat shining a pinpoint of light through the darkness, naturally you’re going to aim that sucker right at the eyeball.

				“Sorry,” I said.

				“Go for the shoulder,” he said. “Or the chin.”

				I asked him how he got the nickname Foot.

				“The ﬁrst day I went into the coal mine, a guy looked down and said, ‘Damn, how big are your feet?’ I said, ‘Fifteen.’ He said, ‘You’re a big-footed son of a bitch.’ And that was it. One guy had a huge head, so of course we called him Pumpkin. One guy had a big red birthmark on his face, so of course his name was Spot. They don’t cut you any slack. They’ll get right on you. A coal miner will get right on you.”

				I shined my light on his boots and he wagged them, like puppets.

				It was tough getting used to identifying people, in the darkness, just as feet, shoulders, chin, teeth. As for Foot, he was a truck of a man, forty-nine years old, a wide load in both girth and spirit. He had a messy mop of gray hair and a rugged, intelligent face that often wore one expression: You gotta be kidding me. He was proud of a lot of what he’d done with his life—his three kids, his stint as a county commissioner, his coal-mining expertise—but his heart, he said, belonged to his ﬁfty-two head of beef cattle: Pork Chop, Frick and Frack, and, aw, Bonehead, with the amazing white eyelashes.

				He’d been in and out of coal mines since graduating from high school and had just been promoted to assistant safety director of the Hopedale Mining coal company in Cadiz, Ohio, a small operation in the eastern part of the state, just beyond the panhandle of West Virginia. Aboveground, the area looks a lot more New England—rolling farmland dotted with tall oaks, white church steeples, geranium pots hanging on front porches—than it does the tar-paper-shack Appalachia that people tend to associate with coal mining. Underground, I wasn’t permitted to go anywhere without Foot, even though I did. He got sick of me, and I got sick of him, and so he got even more sick of me in what became, over a four-month period, an easy friendship.

				“It’s kind of peaceful down here,” I said to him.

				“Yeah,” he said.

				We were not at the face, not “up on section,” where the bellow and whir and hucka-chucka-hucka-chucka of the toothy, goofy, phallic continuous miner machine was extracting coal and dumping it, load after load, onto buggies that zoomed like lunatic roaches through the darkness. We were over in B entry, or A entry, or perhaps room 3; I had no idea. I rarely knew where I was in that endless catacomb of tunnels, on and on and on, about ﬁfteen square miles in all, where the quiet, when you found it, felt like an embrace. You could sit there. You could shut your light off, sit there in the perfectly dark silence. Nothing. Just—nothing.

				Until: Pop!

				Hisssss.

				A crackle like a ﬁreplace.

				Hisssss.

				When you’re inside the earth, this is what it sounds like. The earth isn’t some stupid rock, isn’t inert, isn’t just a solid mass for people to stand on. The earth is always moving, constantly stretching and squawking and repositioning itself like anyone else trying to get comfortable.

				“Down here,” I said to Foot, “it’s like you’re away from all your problems. Do you think that’s part of the allure for you guys—that you escape your problems down here?”

				He looked at me, laughed. “This is our problem,” he said.

				—

				I LIVE ON TOP of a massive vein of medium-sulfur bituminous coal—the very famous Pittsburgh Number 8 Seam that extends from eastern Ohio to western Maryland, where coal has played a vital role in the economy and culture for over a century. The fact that it still does takes a lot of people by surprise. We still have coal mines? I got that question a lot when I told people that I was hanging out in a coal mine.

				In this way, I was slightly ahead of the learning curve: I knew coal mines existed. And not just in pockets of some America that never caught up, not as funky remnants of a bygone era, but as current places of work, day after day, guys with lunch buckets heading in and heading out, taking home sixty, seventy, eighty thousand dollars a year. To live where I live, in western Pennsylvania, is to occasionally get stuck behind a coal truck, to be vaguely cognizant of boxcars full of coal snaking in between the hills, to see a guy covered in coal dust up at the Toot-N-Scoot paying for an iced tea.

				Coal, if it disappeared from the nation’s consciousness, never went away. This is America, and this is our fossil fuel, a $27.6 billion industry that employs nearly eighty thousand miners in twenty-six states. We are sitting on 25 percent of the world’s supply—the Saudi Arabia of coal!—and lately we’ve been grabbing it in record amounts, gorging on the black rock the Bush administration once called “freedom fuel.”

				The question I had going in was almost ridiculous in nature: If coal is really this big, and all these people really exist, how is it that I know nothing about them?

				It took me months to even gain access to a coal mine: this is not an industry that welcomes publicity, perhaps because the publicity it gets is always so horriﬁc. Coal mines make the news only when they explode, collapse, kill. It’s exciting! Tragedy! Fodder for a cable news frenzy. Look at these poor, stupid rednecks who work these awful jobs. Trapped! Suffocating! Buried alive!

				Repeatedly, the guys at the Hopedale Mining company asked that I not portray them as poor, stupid rednecks. This characterization, they said, would only display my own ignorance. They were shy at ﬁrst, eager to impress, and, with little other apparent motivation, they welcomed me in. I followed one crew, the “E rotation”—Billy, Smitty, Scotty, Pap, Rick, Chris, Kevin, Hook, Duke, Ragu, Sparky, Charlie—who worked in the Cadiz portal, one of two the company owned. I followed them underground, home, to church, to the strip club where they drink and gossip and taunt and jab and worry about one another. I listened while they worried about Smitty, the loner of the group, who had just ordered himself a mail-order woman. Smitty had been talking to her on the Internet for more than a year; he was shipping her over from Russia and she was supposed to arrive, beautifully, on the ﬁrst day of buck season. I listened while they mercilessly mocked Scotty, a disarmingly cheerful guy who often talked to himself, especially in the bathhouse, where the guys gathered after each shift to wash off the ﬁlth before reentering life aboveground. Scotty would be scrubbing away, smiling, telling himself all about this and all about that, and sometimes he’d come out with a laugh that would about bust your ear off. “What the hell is wrong with you, Scotty?” said Foot, who was showering next to Scotty when he recently did this.

				“I’m going to be in jail tomorrow for murder,” Scotty said to Foot.

				“For what?”

				“I’m gonna kill this son of a bitch I’m ﬁghting, I’m gonna kill him!”

				“Yeah, well, don’t get too far ahead of yourself there, buddy,” Foot said. Fight Night XV at Wheeling Island Racetrack & Gaming Center would feature its ﬁrst-ever junior-middleweight championship, pitting Scott “the Rock” Tullius against Todd Manning, and a lot of the guys from the mine were going.

				These were men who lived underground together for ten-hour shifts, ﬁve days at a stretch, often spending more time with one another than they did with their families, so they knew everything about one another. They knew all about Billy’s brand-new house and the barn siding he used to panel his basement, all about Chris’s kid getting his second bone-marrow transplant, all about Pap’s wife getting her damn knee replaced—and they knew there was no sense in asking Pap what the hell he was doing, a sixty-two-year-old man still mining coal. Pap should have retired long ago. Or he should have had a job outside. A lot of guys put in years underground with the hope of moving aboveground; Pap could have had almost any job he wanted outside. But he chose to stay under, working what was widely regarded as the worst job of all: roof bolting. He was the guy drilling six-foot rods up into the top of the mine as the coal got dug out and the earth complained, hissing its hissy methane ﬁts and collapsing more or less on a regular basis.

				Of course I asked him why. Every which way I could think of, I asked Pap why he chose to stay under, but he, like so many of the miners I met, had a way of talking in circles. I asked Pap’s wife, Nancy, the woman he called “the old bag I live with,” why Pap still worked underground. She had no idea what I was talking about. “I don’t know nothing about nothing that goes on in that mine,” she said. (She did not mind being called an old bag and referred to Pap as “my Frankie” or, sometimes, “Lucifer.”) She, like so many of the people I visited, always gave me a care package to take home, a few chunks of Edam cheese and a pear. Pap gave me two bottles of homemade blackberry wine to take home to my husband. I never once mentioned that I had a husband, but everyone kept sending home presents for him. Family was the assumption. Family-to-family interaction was the natural order of communication.

				I spent months trying to position myself and my world around these people—people who seem stuck in a bygone era that isn’t bygone at all. If anyone is gone, it’s us, the consumer. We forgot, or we lost touch, or we grew up with our lives already sanitized. We live over here and they live over there, and we have almost no access to a way of life that we are so unwittingly dependent on. What disturbed me was nothing I found so much as the nature of the experiment itself: How is it that our own neighbors are the stuff of anthropology? If that says anything about us, it’s definitely not ﬂattering.

				“Why do we even have coal mines?” said some blond-haired TV news lady in 2006, when twelve miners famously trapped in West Virginia’s Sago mine were ﬁrst pronounced alive and then—whoops—dead. All of a sudden, the nation’s attention was on coal miners, zoo animals—specimens of humanity—while the coal miners looked back.

				Why do we even have coal mines? The miners I talked to remembered listening and laughing, having great fun with that one. “Whenever you plug your vibrator in and it doesn’t work, okay, that’s why we have coal mines!” one of them shouted at the TV. Okay, that might not have been the best example, seeing as your sex-toy industry is more or less dependent on batteries, which have nothing to do with coal. But the point is: power. Coal is power. “Yeah, turn the lights on, lady. That’s why you need coal mines. Where do you think electricity comes from?”

				Every time we ﬂip on a light switch, we burn a lump of coal, each of us consuming about twenty pounds of those lumps a day. Fully half of our electricity comes from coal—and that’s nothing compared with China, which leads the world in both the production and the consumption of coal, accounting for a whopping 70 percent of that country’s total energy consumption. Coal is the fastest-growing energy source on the planet (much to the planet’s reported gasping dismay).

				And so, the coal miner. He shows up in country-music songs and poetry, a working-class hero. He works a job that has killed more than one hundred thousand since we started, over a century ago, sending people underground. It’s enough to make you shake your head, sigh a grateful sigh, and go on and bond with the guys over at ABC News waxing philosophical: “If there is such a thing as a mystique associated with a hard, dirty, and dangerous life, that mystique is attached to the miners who are such a part of the nation’s consciousness and soul.”

				That’s where we start. That’s where I started. I wanted the mystique. I wanted to discover that the guys who make their living underground do it because of some attachment to the earth, or to history, or to their own ancestry, or to further some fundamental masculine need for brotherhood, or—yes!—on behalf of the nation’s consciousness and soul.

				You talk like that in a coal mine, you’ll get your lunch bucket nailed shut. Seriously. That’s a beauty.

				—

				IF YOU WANT A JOB at the Hopedale Mining company, the ﬁrst thing they do is bring you down for a tour to see if you can mentally handle it. You pretty much know instantly if you can take the conﬁnement, the lack of light, the very real worry about the roof caving in or the air supply shutting off or something blowing up. And if you don’t know instantly, there’s a team of guys watching you to see if you twitch, shake, turn pale. Some guys say, “Yeah, never mind,” and ask to leave. One guy recently passed out.

				When Billy Cermak Jr. ﬁrst went under, six years ago, he was trying to convince himself he was doing the right thing—I can do this, I can do this, I can do this—because coal mining was exactly the thing he swore he’d never do: he’d never allow the Cermaks to become fourth-generation coal miners. First his great-grandfather, recruited from what is now the Czech Republic by the coal companies; then his grandfather, who started working in the mines at age twelve and died of black lung; then Billy’s dad, working most of his life in the strip mines. That won’t be me, Billy grew up thinking. He would be a man of his generation, get himself a job somewhere at least air-conditioned. He’d become sick of the family farm, of a life so dependent on brawn. He went to college to study nursing, tried to pretend he didn’t hate it, kept thinking, It’s gotta get better, it’s gotta get better, but it never did. He graduated, but ended up leaving the air-conditioned world for jobs in construction, on pipelines, and on the railroads. Muscles. Might. Sweat. It just felt better. Soon he had a wife. He imagined sons on four-wheelers, boys raking hay. The farm. Leaving it only proved how much he loved it. And there he was, days at a time, off on that railroad. He just wanted to ﬁgure out a way to stay on the farm. And coal mining was right there in his backyard.

				So in walks Billy Cermak to the Cadiz portal on Old Hopedale Road. I can do this, I can do this, I can do this. The building itself is blue corrugated steel with a big American ﬂag hanging from a pole out front, struggling rhododendrons along the walkway, and a giant happy face painted on a fuel tank in the parking lot. The whir of the massive fan sucking bad air out of the mine is loud, obnoxious, and constant.

				Billy gets suited up: coveralls, steel-reinforced boots, hard hat, light, and on his belt a battery pack, methane detector, and W65 self-rescuer respirator—a breathing mask intended to ﬁlter out carbon monoxide for about an hour. If there’s an explosion or ﬁre, you wrap that around your face until you can get yourself to an SCSR (self-contained self-rescue) apparatus, many of which are stationed throughout the mine, and which provide a full hour of actual oxygen. He’s given a metal tag with his name on it and told where to hang it on the peg board. In case of a collapse, they want to know whom to go looking for. He gets on the elevator, plunges five hundred feet down—ﬁfty stories, just—down. The elevator opens up and everything is white. That’s the ﬁrst weird thing. White?

				Everyone, I was told, gets jolted by the white. You try to make sense of it. “They just paint this opening part white to cheer everyone up?” I said to Foot the ﬁrst time I saw it. He didn’t even dignify that guess with a response. “It’s, like, a joke?” I said. “Irony? A little humor to start your day before you move into black?” I ﬁgured we’d hit the black part of a coal mine as soon as we moved farther in. Foot looked at me in that way he came to look at me, a stillness, a ﬂatness to his gaze, an expression that said, You just keep turning into more of an idiot. He said, “I think you’ll ﬁnd there are no aesthetic choices, nor is there irony, in a coal mine.”

				The white is on account of “rock dust,” powdered limestone, a ﬁre retardant that you throw on every exposed inch of coal—which, were it not rock-dusted, would be spontaneous combustion waiting to happen. One small explosion could trigger a series of explosions, on and on, fwoom, fwoom, fwoom, through the mine, but not if you’ve got it rock-dusted. Explosion is nothing to ﬂirt with. I was not permitted even to use a tape recorder when we were at the face of the mine, where the coal was exposed and the methane was bleeding, nor could a photographer use a ﬂash. The smallest spark could cause a blast.

				So, five hundred feet down. White. That’s just hello. You are not, technically, even at work yet. Once you step off the elevator, you climb onto a mantrip, a small train car. You don’t sit so much as lie on that thing, a crawling convertible, as you lean way back on it so as to avoid scraping your head on the ceiling as you whiz on in through a cool, damp tunnel, mud, slush, clunk, clunk, rattle, hiss. You travel a mile in, two miles in, sometimes as far as six or seven miles in and away from the elevator shaft where you ﬁrst dropped down. It depends on where they’re digging coal. The guys, of course, are used to this, an everyday commute. Some of them break into their lunch buckets, Scotty sharing M&M’s, Hook downing a Mountain Dew. They keep their lights off, conserving battery power, but the mantrip has a headlight, so you can watch the underworld whiz by, all of it crusty white, eerily frosty. Everything is crooked, bent, leaning; there are posts jammed in here and there to keep the top up, rusted reinforcement bolts jutting out, power cables hanging; the net effect is an endless crawl of abandonment and prayer. Just keep the damn thing from caving in. There is nothing aesthetic about a coal mine. There is no design, no geometry, no melody. A coal mine greets you with only one sentiment, then hammers it: This is not a place for people, this is not a place for people, this is not a place for people.

				So, five hundred feet down, a couple of miles in. You are under somebody’s house, or a grocery store, or, in this case, the Wendy’s up there on Route 22. The guys joke about yelling up for a burger, maybe some chili. You roll off the mantrip and stand up. The ceiling is ﬁve feet high, and so you can’t, actually, stand up. You look around and everyone is walking around like the freaks in Being John Malkovich.

				“Okay, they should make it higher,” I said to Foot the ﬁrst time I experienced this. I wanted to call a congressman or something. This was ridiculous. There are people in here! Everyone’s doing a duck walk, hands clasped behind their backs to give the body balance as they lean over and waddle. You work your whole ten-hour shift like that, duck-walking through the darkness, nothing but a pinpoint of light shining from your hat to tell you which rat tunnel is which. A rat. You feel like a rat.

				I could not get used to the height. Every time I went down, I asked, “Is this lower than last time? Are we in a lower spot?”

				“Same spot,” Foot said, explaining that there was nothing to be done about the height. “A coal seam is a coal seam.”

				A coal seam is a coal seam, and this one was ﬁve feet high, and so that was how high the mine was. The height got decided a long time ago, like 300 million years ago, way before dinosaurs, when the coal seam was a ribbon of dead plants, slime. It sat there, buried sludge, covered up over millions of years. It turned to peat, lignite, then subbituminous, bituminous, or anthracite coal, depending on how many millions of years it had a chance to sit there and store energy and depending on the geologic forces surrounding it. A coal seam is an act of nature. If you want the coal, you just mine the coal. You don’t mine above it or below it. Take any higher and you’re mining rock, mixing rock in with the coal, a messy product that will have to get “washed.” Take any lower and you’re doing the same, plus probably hitting water and making yourself a mud hole, and Billy will have to go get the fucking sump pumps. You just take the coal. And shut up, because Foot could tell you about plenty of mines where the seam is thirty-six inches, thirty-two inches. Pap could tell you about working on his stomach—his stomach—down in Saginaw “scratch-your-back” mine.

				There is good news. Every once in a while you ﬁnd the good news, or hear about the good news: A glory hole! Come on over. A glory hole is a place where the “top” has opened up, forming a dome. Heaven. You can stand. Thank the Lord! Guys hang out in glory holes, Scotty stretching, Sparky rolling his neck around. Standing in a glory hole, you can feel your spine thank you even as you work on denying the fact that a glory hole is, technically, a cave-in, a place where the top fell down, maybe yesterday or maybe the day before.

				The “top” is certainly the main topic of conversation in a coal mine. Bad top. Hey, that top over there is bad. Aw, this is some bad top here. Look out. Okay, that’s coming down. Move. The top is falling. “Go on over to C entry at ten-plus-thirty and you’ll see where the fucking top collapsed.”

				It’s not always this bad. The top conditions in two and a half south, where the E rotation was mining, were especially crappy. Every coal miner I talked to had, in his history, at least one story of a cave-in. “Yeah, he got covered up” is a way coal miners refer to fathers and brothers and sons who got buried alive.

				Air is probably the second most common topic of conversation in a coal mine. With every fresh cut of coal, the earth leaks explosive methane. You need to get that out of there. Guys up at the face are constantly getting off their machines to control and direct the airﬂow: tacking up tarps, taking them down, checking their methane detectors in an effort to keep fresh air sweeping across the face of the mine.

				A coal miner is busy. A coal miner doesn’t have time to sit around and ponder all of this: methane, bad top, no light, no standing, no bathroom, no water fountain, no phone, no radio, no windows, five hundred feet down, a couple of miles in. If I found that I could, in fact, mentally handle being inside a coal mine, it was only because I knew I was leaving. No matter how many times I went under, I would always be a tourist. I could ooh and I could ahh and I could leave. But Smitty and Kevin and Ragu couldn’t, and Pap wouldn’t. The Cadiz mine operates twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.

				The “face crew” works up at the face of the mine, operating the cacophony of machinery. At the head of the line you have Rick, the miner operator chewing off the coal with the hucka-chucka-hucka-chucka continuous miner machine and its rolling drums of teeth. Behind him, two roof bolters, Pap and Charlie, with their mighty orange hydraulic jack machine that holds the top up with one arm, then slams four- or six-foot rods into that top, reinforcing it. Behind them zoom three buggy runners—Scotty, Ragu, Smitty—each capturing the coal and hauling it to conveyor belts. Behind them, the scoop man, Kevin, who pulls up in his scoop machine to capture the loose coal. Then Rick moves in with the miner again, making another cut, and the cycle repeats.

				All of these men and all of these machines keep in constant motion, chewing, hauling, bolting, scooping, in what becomes a kind of dance. It’s a factory that keeps going forward, sixty feet per shift, deeper into the mine and farther from the power center, the base of the operation. Every two weeks or so, you have to pack up the power center, move the whole factory forward.

				Now, Billy Cermak, when he went down the ﬁrst time, six years ago, to see if he could mentally handle it, he was elated. It wasn’t so bad! It was... white! Kind of pleasant that way, really. Not all doom and gloom. And other than the height issue, it was just learning equipment—farm boys make the best miners, because farm boys know equipment—it wasn’t bad at all. I can handle it! He started work the next week, a rising star from the moment he got there. He was put right up at the face, a roof bolter, and soon enough he shot up to crew chief. A boss. Smitty, Scotty, Pap, Rick, Chris, Kevin, Hook, Duke, Ragu, Sparky, Charlie—eleven workers under Billy’s direction. The E rotation.

				Billy was a gentleman. He wore cologne. If there’s an upwardly mobile coal miner, it’s Billy. He tries. He believes. He even shows up at the company picnics. Even his house, brand-new, with a big, bright porch and cats running around, says “winner.” An eighteen-foot Playtime motorboat in the driveway, a shiny Dodge, and a Suburban. His house sits across from his dad’s place, over from his brother’s. The original family farm, intact. Billy has two boys now, and can’t you just picture little Brody and Gage riding four-wheelers real soon? They have three miniature horses. Next year, an in-ground pool. For Billy, this whole thing is like the most unbelievable dream come true, even though he swore he’d never be a fourth-generation coal miner.

				“The only thing I think about is the danger part of it,” his wife, Tynae, said one day when we were all sitting in the living room, watching Brody tumble.

				“It’s not that bad,” Billy said to her. “I mean, the danger isn’t even a thought for me anymore.”

				“I know,” she said, even though you could tell she didn’t.

				“Anything that happens is just a freak accident.”

				“I know.”

				“That’s the only stuff that happens is freak accidents.”

				“I know.”

				Then she turned her attention to a Smurfs cartoon Brody had settled on, and nobody said anything.

				A few days later, when I was in the mine, up on section, Billy said, “Look, I don’t talk about the bad stuff in front of my wife, okay?”

				Billy was there the day Albert got crushed. Billy was only two months into his happily-ever-after, just two months into learning that he could mentally handle it. An explosion. The power out. And the section foreman called, “We’re gonna need some help!” It was over at the bottom of the slope, where supply cars travel from outside down into the mine, carrying tons of equipment. The cars had let loose, fallen through the air at maybe sixty miles an hour—one car, two cars, three loaded cars did a free fall on top of Albert, killing him instantly. Chip was the one who found him. Billy and Boomer helped dig. They found half of Albert. About half. Then they looked around for the rest. They wrapped what they found in blankets and dragged it on out.

				—

				UP AT THE JOY SPOT, where the strippers were said to strip anytime, even nine o’clock in the morning if you wanted them to, a bunch of the E rotation guys were putting back a truly outstanding quantity of Coors Light while inviting me to consider the positive side of a coal miner’s life. We sat engulfed by the blare of Metallica on the jukebox, beneath a sign advertising the day’s featured shot: Jäger bombs, $4.50. On the positive side of coal mining, they said, there was the weather. Seriously, year-round, a steady average of 55 degrees underground. No rain. They sang the praises of working for Hopedale Mining, believing themselves to be the envy of area coal miners because of the ﬁve-and-three schedule (ﬁve days on, three days off; some mines are as high as six and one) and because it’s a nonunion mine, meaning a lot less crap to deal with. The guys thought their pay, an average of $21.15 an hour for face rate, was excellent.

				Sparky: “The paycheck is the reason we’re there.”

				Hook: “You get your check and ﬁrst thing is, I’ll go straight down to Dillonvale. We got seven bars in one mile. Ain
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