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					Down in the valley, valley so low

					Hang your head over, hear the wind blow.

					—American mountain ballad

				

			

		

	
		
		
			A Note to the Reader

			This is a true story. All the people and events described in the pages that follow are real. Most of the material comes from court documents; from records I obtained through Freedom of Information Act requests; or from interviews I conducted with sources over a period of five years. (Some of these sources requested anonymity.) All quoted dialogue in the deposition, hearing, or trial scenes comes from official court transcripts or from audio recordings of the proceedings. Quoted dialogue in other scenes was, in most cases, recalled to me by primary sources, and I reproduced it word for word. Jacobs Engineering and TVA dispute much of my reporting. See the Notes section that follows the text for more information on sources.

			—Jared Sullivan

		

	
		
		
			PART I

			2008–2013

		

	
		
		
			On December 22, 2008, Ansol Clark woke to a ringing phone. It was sometime before 6 a.m., far earlier than he had intended to get up. He drove construction trucks for a living, but he’d been furloughed recently, leaving him little to do in the three days before Christmas except wrap gifts and watch movies with his grown son, Bergan. The house was dark. Janie, Ansol’s wife of thirty-six years, slipped out of bed, stepped across the bedroom, and disappeared through the doorway that led into the kitchen. A light clicked on, and the ringing stopped. She returned to the bedroom. “It’s for you,” she told Ansol.

			In the kitchen, Ansol, groggy, picked up the landline from its place atop the bread box. You need to get up, a man told him, and you need to get up right away. Ansol recognized the caller’s voice: it belonged to his supervisor, a general foreman named Tim Henry. “Get to Kingston,” Henry added. “They’ve had a blowout down here.”

			Ansol, needing no further explanation, hung up. Janie rushed to brew a thermos of coffee and wrap up biscuits while Ansol pulled on his work clothes: jeans, a blue down jacket, a neon hard hat, muck boots. At fifty-seven, he was a bull of a man, strong from hauling around equipment all day and from spending much of his free time hunting on the Cumberland Plateau; he liked to pick off squirrels with a .22 Magnum rifle. He, Janie, and Bergan lived in Knoxville, Tennessee, in a one-story brick home three miles from the farm where Ansol grew up. Within half an hour of receiving Henry’s call, he was pulling his Chevy S10 pickup truck out of the driveway and heading toward the Kingston Fossil Plant.

			He made his way by headlights, following I-40 west out of town. He knew the route well. After a decade crisscrossing North America in a tractor trailer, he’d joined the Teamsters labor union in 2000 and had spent much of the past five years working at the Kingston Fossil Plant, a coal-fired power station forty miles outside downtown Knoxville, in Roane County. Built and managed by the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), a giant federally owned power company, the Kingston facility was, at the time of its completion in 1954, the world’s largest coal-fired power station. It burned fourteen thousand tons of coal a day, enough to fill one hundred and forty train cars and to power some seven hundred thousand homes.

			With no traffic, Ansol reached the plant within thirty minutes. He met Henry in a parking lot; a few other Teamsters and some equipment operators showed up around the same time. In a shipping container used to store tools, the group waited for sunrise, anxious to see what they were up against. Ansol had something of an idea. Each day, the Kingston plant generated a thousand tons of coal ash, the sooty by-product of burning coal to produce electricity. Much of this ash ended up in an unlined pit in the ground, known as a holding pond. But Kingston’s “pond” was not really a pond, at least not anymore. In the 1950s, TVA started flushing coal ash into a spring-fed swimming hole, and, in the decades since, the ash had displaced the water and grown into a mountain, sixty feet tall, covering eighty-four acres, and situated at the confluence of two rivers, the Emory and the Clinch. It was a precarious setup, one made more so by the dike that contained all this ash—an earthen embankment made not of concrete or steel but of clay and bottom ash, a coarse, sandlike component of coal ash.

			By that December morning in 2008, the ash mound had become a topographical feature so large that marathoners ran up it for training. TVA planted grass over it, so it resembled a hill, and bulldozers sculpted neat tiers into the sides, reminiscent of those of a stepped pyramid. But the mound lacked the sturdiness that its size suggested. Two years earlier, Ansol had helped to repair a minor breach in the dike that had sent coal ash rushing into a ditch. When he walked on the mound, the ground had jiggled like a water bed; when he drove his truck along the dike’s sloped sides, he went as slowly as possible, to avoid causing another rupture. He’d once told a coworker that the dike would surely fail one day. Now, it seemed, that day had come.
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					Homes along the Emory River, near Kingston, Tennessee, in December 2008

				
			
			At first light, Ansol and Henry climbed into a pickup and drove up the back side of a large wooded bluff that overlooked the coal-ash mound. The sight at the top would stick in Ansol’s mind until the day he died.

			

			—

			Hours earlier, as the clock approached midnight, a stiff wind blew over the rolling countryside that surrounded the Kingston Fossil Plant. It was the winter solstice, and, in the quiet of that long night, the old farmhouses, country churches, trailer homes, and lakeside estates that dotted the hills and coves around the power station were dark and still. Christmas trees glowed in living rooms. The Year Without a Santa Claus played on TVs. Outside, the temperature hovered around 14 degrees Fahrenheit, cold enough to freeze the pipes at the McDonald’s in town. Then, shortly before one o’clock, the north section of the coal-ash dike suddenly and almost wholly collapsed. When it did, more than a billion gallons of coal-ash slurry—about fifteen hundred times the volume of liquid that flows over Niagara Falls each second—broke forth. A black wave at least fifty feet high rushed northward with the power and violence of water punching through a dam.

			A backwater inlet separated the coal-ash pond from a small peninsula along the Emory River. A few dozen homes sat along the water’s edge. As the black wave roared ahead, shaking the earth, it overwhelmed the inlet and slammed into the peninsula. Most of the slurry, nearly six million tons in all, forked right around the obstruction and rushed into the Emory River, filling in a forty-foot-deep channel. The rest of the ash, nearly three million tons, filled in two sloughs on either side of the peninsula, hurling fish forty feet onto the riverbank. The wave kept going. It downed trees, covered roads, and knocked out power lines. Docks were inundated; boats were carried away; soccer fields were smothered.

			The wave first collided into the home of fifty-three-year-old James Schean. With a thundering boom, it ripped Schean’s vinyl-sided place off its foundation, upturning furniture, crushing door frames, and knocking over Christmas presents. The rafters cracked.

			Down the road, Chris and DeAnna Copeland, a married couple with two young daughters, were awakened by the din. Chris, a firefighter, glanced out a window. A black torrent was flowing across his backyard in the moonlight. Trees bobbed in the muck. He got up and flipped a light switch. No power. In the dark, he pulled on a T-shirt and pants. Downstairs, he called 911 on his cell phone. There was a landslide, he said, or maybe something else. It was hard to tell. Then he hung up, grabbed a flashlight, and bolted outside.

			Then, as now, the Kingston Fossil Plant had twin thousand-foot-high smokestacks that towered over the forested countryside. Far across the inlet that separated Copeland’s home from the plant property, he could see flashers blinking, as always, at the top of the two stacks, but there was no other light beyond that of the moon. He swept the ground with his flashlight. Debris and mud everywhere. A musty smell. Then he realized: it wasn’t mud; the coal-ash dike had failed. He owned a white Suzuki Sidekick. He climbed in, cranked the engine, drove into the backyard, and pointed the high beams toward the plant. A sea of coal ash had inundated the inlet. The black wave had dissipated within a minute, but smaller slides would continue for an hour or more.

			Copeland’s next-door neighbor, Jeff Spurgeon, soon emerged from his home carrying a flashlight. The two men had known each other for years. The ash had washed within feet of their homes, but somehow it hadn’t touched either. Copeland jumped out of his Suzuki, and together he and Spurgeon hurried toward the river, knowing that their neighbors would need help.

			

			—

			The first 911 calls poured in shortly before one o’clock, and emergency personnel took swift action. By 1:06 a.m., police had blocked off the long, curving, tree-lined road to the Kingston Fossil Plant. Members of the county emergency-management team arrived minutes later. The TVA staffers who were on shift at the plant quickly realized that the dike had at least partly collapsed, but they had no idea how severe the blowout might be. Someone needed to check. A shift supervisor hurried to the plant’s loading dock, climbed into a TVA pickup, and rattled toward the coal-ash pond, a mile or so down the road. It was impossible to see much as the truck’s headlights carved through the darkness. Leafless trees, heavy shadows. Then the high beams fell upon something in the road—a deer, half buried in sludge, struggling to escape. The supervisor threw the truck into reverse. He knew that the dike had not sprung a leak or suffered a minor breach, as it had in the past. The dike, and nearly all the coal ash it held, was gone. “This is unbelievable,” another TVA employee scribbled in a log that morning. “We did not expect this.”

			The two neighbors, Copeland and Spurgeon, reached a white, two-story home at the tip of the peninsula, directly across from the holding pond. A Christmas wreath hung between two windows, but little else was normal. Sludge had buried the home nearly above the porch, shattering the front windows. The place belonged to an elderly couple named Janice and Perry James. As Copeland crossed the yard, he called out to them, then he took another step and sank—muck to his waist. He struggled for several long moments to free himself. Once he recovered his balance, he was able to see Janice James upstairs, shining a flashlight through a window—a relief. She would later tell reporters that she had watched as dark slurry poured in under the front door, filling her living room and sunroom. Through a window, James shouted to Copeland and Spurgeon that she was okay and that her husband was away on business. Copeland asked her not to go downstairs. A rescue squad was en route, he said, and he and Spurgeon needed to check on Mr. Schean.

			In the Suzuki, Copeland and Spurgeon sped toward Schean’s place, a quarter of a mile down the road. It was here where the black wave had first collided with the land. Sludge and tree limbs and debris covered the asphalt. Soon gray mounds of ash, at least ten feet tall, blocked the way. Copeland parked at the top of a hill, then he and Spurgeon bushwhacked through a dark wood to the house. The wave had dragged Schean’s little home sixty-five feet off its foundation and thrust it against an embankment. The red-shingled roof had partially caved in, and boards and concrete blocks littered the ground. Schean’s shed was gone, along with the tree where he chained his dog, along with the dog itself. The wave had tossed around Schean’s two-door pickup as if it were a child’s plaything.

			The two men hollered out for Schean, and a voice yelled back. They followed the sound to a bedroom window and shined in their lights. Schean, sitting in the dark and somehow uninjured, wore a blank, dazed look. He worked as a boilermaker at the Kingston plant, and yet he said he had no idea what had happened, and he hadn’t dared to venture outside alone.
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					More than a billion gallons of coal-ash slurry inundated the East Tennessee countryside.

				
			
			After offering a brief explanation, Copeland and Spurgeon tried to open the window, but it wouldn’t budge. The house popped and cracked, as if it might collapse. The two men found a board and shattered the glass and lifted Schean to safety. He had on a shirt and pants but neither shoes nor a coat. With the temperature still well below freezing, the sludge would soon crust over with ice. They needed to go.

			

			—

			Hours later, standing at the top of the wooded bluff, Ansol Clark wasn’t aware of any of this, but, as he surveyed the ruined landscape, it was clear that TVA had made a tremendous mess. By sunup, helicopters whirled overhead, as local, state, and federal agencies assessed the biblical scope of the breach. Three hundred acres lay buried in ash, a foot deep in spots, six or more in others. The spill would prove to be nearly a hundred times larger than the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill, and it would rank as the single largest industrial disaster in U.S. history in terms of volume. The sludge could have filled the Empire State Building nearly four times over.

			Wanting to see more, Ansol and Henry, the general foreman, drove around the site’s perimeter. Thirty-foot chunks of ash towered over the sludge. Fish flopped on the ground. Police officers shot deer trapped in the ash. Geese writhed crazily; their carcasses would soon pile up. Ansol had never seen anything like it.

			Motoring slowly, he and Henry reached the crushed home of James Schean. First responders had already delivered Schean to a nearby community college to sleep and warm up. Ansol and Henry climbed from their vehicle and waded across the yard, hunting for firm footing in the muck. They entered through the kitchen to silence. Dishes lay shattered on the floor. In an adjacent room, a Christmas tree was submerged in ash; wrapped gifts floated in the slurry. How could this happen? Ansol wondered.

			All told, the breach damaged or destroyed twenty-six homes, and rescue teams had to evacuate twenty-two people. TVA staff quickly reserved hotel rooms for them and handed out gift cards to be used in restaurants and to replace ruined Christmas gifts. But the biggest concern in the first chaotic hours that morning was finding whoever might be buried under the coal ash. Nearly everyone on-site, including Ansol Clark, expected to find bodies.

			

			—

			The attorney Jim Scott had a routine. He liked to wake up at four or five in the morning, fire off a few emails, and then go for coffee. He preferred the Starbucks on Kingston Pike, in a Kroger parking lot next to a Chick-fil-A. He liked the coffee but also the drive, since it afforded him a few precious minutes of solitude before he returned home to take his two young sons to school. In the predawn darkness, he sped through the empty streets of Knoxville, a “scruffy little city of 180,000,” as The Wall Street Journal once called it. To Scott, it often felt like a tiny Appalachian village. He could hardly go to a restaurant without seeing someone he knew from college or from his years practicing law. The lady at the Starbucks drive-through had even given him a nickname: Two Equals and Extra Cream Boy.

			On December 22, 2008, Scott kept his ritual, making the two-mile drive from his home. He was forty-one years old and did not intimidate in either size or disposition. He stood five foot eight and had a soft, expressive face and a black tumbleweed of hair. He seldom wore a suit when he wasn’t due in court. After a few mild days in the 50s, Knoxville was now wrapped in frost, but the weather didn’t deflate Scott’s mood. He was looking forward to some time off for his birthday, on the 24th, and to Christmas. This year, like every other, his parents had invited about twenty relatives—uncles, aunts, nieces, nephews, Scott’s two sisters—to their home to celebrate. They lived in Oak Ridge, twenty-five miles west of Knoxville, in the same one-story home they bought when Jim was nine, after his dad, James “Buddy” Scott, was elected Anderson County district attorney. Buddy went on to serve as a circuit judge for nearly thirty years and in that time became a legend in local legal circles, as much for helping to rewrite Tennessee’s constitution as for his long-standing feud with a local prosecutor, whom he jailed four times for contempt of court. Jim admired his father’s public service and had felt fated to follow his lead into law. Besides, what else was he going to do with a poli-sci degree?

			Scott lived with his wife and their two young sons in Sequoyah Hills, one of Knoxville’s best neighborhoods, comprising a collection of Craftsman-style cottages and Georgian Revival mansions, encircled by a greenway. Theirs was a quaint, white-painted home on a half-acre lot, less than half a mile from the Tennessee River. Jim and his wife, Mary, had bought the house shortly after the birth of their first son, Jack, about six years earlier, as Jim began to pull a solid income.

			Once back home from Starbucks that December morning, he pulled into the driveway and walked down to the basement-level living room. He sank into a brown leather couch and clicked on the TV. He could hear his sons stirring upstairs, but Knoxville public schools had already let out for winter break, so he didn’t need to rush anywhere.

			Over the past few days, President George W. Bush’s proposed auto-industry bailout, following the global financial meltdown, had dominated headlines, as had the Blagojevich scandal;[*1] Barack Obama, recently elected president, was vacationing in Hawaii. But that morning, as Scott sipped his coffee, watching as the images flickered past, the reporting’s focus had shifted. A helicopter had flown over and filmed the Emory River in Kingston, forty miles away. Except, in the footage, there was no longer a river. In its place, a gray, unbroken plain stretched toward the horizon. Half-submerged roads, downed trees, brown standing water glinting in the morning sun: it was hard to tell where the destruction ended. The local news reported that a mudslide of some sort had destroyed several homes near Swan Pond Circle Road, but details were scarce.

			Scott booted up his laptop and read whatever stories on the event that he could find. Few had been published yet, but the Roane County News reported that coal sludge had broken loose after a dike collapsed at the Kingston Fossil Plant. The disaster was no mudslide.

			Scott knew Kingston well. He had lived there on a family farm until he was four years old, and it formed the backdrop of his earliest memories: catching salamanders in a creek that flowed through his grandmother’s property; watching as his dad bird-hunted in gold autumn fields. As a teenager, Scott had played football against the local high-school team, attended church just outside Kingston, and water-skied near the spot of the coal-sludge disaster.

			His connection to the town extended into adulthood. When he was twenty-five and fresh out of the University of Tennessee law school, he took a job as an assistant district attorney in the judicial district that encompassed Kingston. (His father had held the same position after earning his degree from UT.) Jim worked out of the Kingston courthouse. For many young lawyers, a job in the DA’s office—the public sector—wouldn’t have held much appeal. He earned $26,000 a year, and after taxes and student loans, he had $1,400 a month to live on. But, to him, the position was a golden opportunity. He started to argue cases before juries almost immediately. There would be no years of waiting in the wings to try big cases, no years stuck in traffic court. He handled cases in four counties and often litigated three jury trials a month; he put sixty thousand miles on his Chevy Blazer in his first year.

			In short order, he learned how to connect with jurors and think quickly. And, in time, he proved to be something of a law savant, albeit a scattered one. He was able to remember nearly every detail about a case, along with the names of his clients’ children and which college team they pulled for. Yet he constantly misplaced his wallet and keys, and he was hopeless at returning phone calls. In depositions—pretrial testimonies conducted by lawyers—he often leaped from one topic to the next and then back again. He swore that the approach was by design, but his friends and colleagues weren’t convinced. He sent late-night emails to opposing counsel riddled with typos, and sometimes wore white athletic socks with his leather dress shoes and suit. Later, when he entered private practice, he sported shorts and baseball caps to meetings. “It is a chore to deal with that man,” one Knoxville lawyer said of Scott. “He’s a mess,” another attorney added.

			But Scott didn’t care what other lawyers thought of him, or he tried not to. His clients were his priority, and, by all accounts, he did commendable work on their behalf. He revised briefs late into the night and worked nearly every weekend and holiday. Perhaps his greatest strength was that he excelled at imparting hope to his clients, making them feel as if, despite how little money or stature they had, the legal system would produce a fair result if they had truth and the law on their side. And he mostly believed that to be true.

			In time, Scott grew to love Kingston as much as his job in the DA’s office there. The town, perched on a bend in the Clinch River, among the cave-pocked Appalachian foothills, originated as a federal outpost, and, with a population of about six thousand people, it remained something of an outpost. On North Kentucky Avenue, the sole thoroughfare, a Sonic drive-in sat across the street from the First Baptist Church, the town’s largest congregation. Around the corner, the Roane County Courthouse faced a cash-advance place and an empty storefront that, a few years later, would house a business that sold gold, coins, and collectibles. While driving on I-40 between Nashville and Knoxville, you would miss Kingston altogether if not for the thousand-foot smokestacks of the TVA power plant, rising from the forested hills. The town was insular and cliquish in the way that every tiny East Tennessee hamlet has always been, but folks treated Scott well and respected his efforts on the public’s behalf.

			By 2008, he had been in private practice for a decade. After spending a few years at a local law firm, he went into business with his sisters, who were also lawyers, and two other partners (one of whom, Michael Pemberton, was his brother-in-law). Scott, like many Knoxville attorneys, worked a grab bag of cases to stay afloat: food poisoning, medical malpractice, DUIs, wrongful deaths. He could do criminal cases in his sleep, he once told a friend. Still, he tried to avoid any case he disagreed with personally or professionally, even when he assumed he could win. Raised in the Presbyterian Church and still religious, he had morals he tried to live by. Throughout that December, he and his firm had been helping a couple reach a settlement with a local Days Inn after one of its employees murdered their daughter, a twenty-one-year-old former homecoming queen. It was bleak work, and not the sort of case that Scott typically sought out, but he wanted to help the family. Surely, they deserved something for their loss.

			Even with such worthy cases, Scott missed public service, and he not infrequently wished that he still worked in the DA’s office. He had a knack for it, and he would have stayed had the pay been half decent. A former clerk still talked about a time in general-sessions court when Scott bought a coloring book and a Coke for a mistreated little girl who was at the center of a child-abuse case. He spent a few minutes talking to her eye-to-eye, a rare gesture in a legal environment that didn’t reward such kindness. Another time, a hysterical mother showed up at the DA’s office after her daughter was murdered, demanding that Scott, and no one else, prosecute the killer. Word had spread in Roane County that if you wanted justice and respect, you went to the young, short, curly-haired attorney. Scott considered it a compliment that many of his clients still came from the area.

			That year, leading up to Christmas, he wasn’t looking to take on any big new cases. He liked working sprawling, messy suits, sure. But he already had a heavy caseload and saw little of his wife and two sons. Sam, his four-year-old, especially needed his attention. Two years earlier, Scott and his wife were in Anguilla, enjoying a rare vacation, when their babysitter called. “I don’t know what’s going on,” she told them. Sam had started flopping around on the floor. The couple packed their bags and flew home. The diagnosis was Tourette’s syndrome and, more controversially among the family, perhaps autism as well. (Mary would later deny that Sam had the disorder.) A specialist told Scott that Sam might need to live at home for the rest of his life, a prognosis Scott refused to accept. Now, for him, every moment that he spent away from Sam felt like a missed opportunity to help him confront, or perhaps overcome, his disorders, even as the cost of therapy and specialists necessitated a full caseload.

			Still, frustrated by the lack of information about the disaster in Kingston, Scott called B. R. Ladd, a criminal investigator he knew in the Roane County DA’s office. How bad is it? Scott asked. Ladd used Scott’s old nickname in response. “Studley,” he said, “it’s worse than you could ever think.”

			

			—

			In 2008, there were approximately six hundred coal-fired power stations scattered throughout the United States, and the Kingston Fossil Plant operated much like any of them. Coal traveled up conveyor belts into the plant, where it was pulverized into a powder as fine as cosmetic makeup. Then the plant burned this powder to heat boiler tubes to a thousand degrees. The steam from these boilers drove a turbine that, in turn, spun generators thirty-six hundred times a minute. The process created not only alternating electrical current but also boiler slag—coarse chunks of melted coal—and coal ash, of which there are two types: fly ash, which is dustlike and “flies” in the air; and bottom ash, which has a texture akin to sand. In the U.S., coal-fired power stations produced one hundred and thirty-six million tons of such waste in 2008, and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) did not require power companies, like TVA, to store any of it with special care—by disposing of it in lined dump sites, say, to prevent the ash’s toxins from leaching into the ground. Instead, in nearly all cases, power producers simply poured their coal ash into large holding ponds—typically bare holes in the earth—and then hoped that these ponds wouldn’t leak or break. What distinguished the Kingston plant was that its pond failed, and did so catastrophically.

			In the hours after the disaster, Ansol Clark and about fifty other men raced to clear the roads and find vehicles or people trapped beneath the coal slurry. The sludge released from the holding pond—overloaded and poorly constructed and maintained—included large earthenlike chunks, but most of it was thick and soupy. The bulldozers and track hoes on-site proved almost useless; they kept getting stuck in the slop. The workers, able to do little else until more equipment arrived, moved debris by hand at times.

			A group of fifteen or so people, composed mostly of TVA and county employees, established a command center in a portable office trailer near the power plant. They needed to secure the site and identify any imminent dangers, and then restore power and test the toxicity of the ash. No one knew why the dike had failed, or if the coal ash contained severe hazards, or whether the county’s drinking water was affected. The Coast Guard closed off the Emory River, while TVA rushed to sample water intakes near the power plant. Within days, teams would begin building a weir, or an underwater dam, six hundred and fifteen feet long, to prevent ash from migrating downstream.

			Union representatives worked the phones. They needed bodies, a lot of them, to clear away and haul off the coal ash. Come to Kingston, they told nearly any truck driver or equipment operator who answered their calls. In the days and weeks ahead, nine hundred workers flocked to Roane County from Knoxville and from backwoods hamlets scattered throughout East Tennessee, but also from as far away as New York and Florida. They belonged to the International Brotherhood of Teamsters, to the International Union of Operating Engineers, to the Laborers’ International Union. They loathed wearing a suit. They liked to hunt and fish, and almost all the locals rooted for the University of Tennessee Volunteers in football. They were family men, fathers, sons. One laborer, Ernest Hickman, sketched in his downtime. Danny Gouge, an equipment operator, had a little pet ape. At least one man cooked moonshine. Some attended church, some not, but they all bowed their heads when someone prayed aloud. Few had much schooling beyond high school. They wouldn’t die rich, but they earned enough to raise their kids and pay their mortgages and get by generally well enough. Or they had until recently. Earlier that year, they’d watched as work dried up after the stock and housing markets imploded, bringing the global economy to its knees, and they had seen President George W. Bush on TV blame the fiasco, in part, on borrowers—that is, on the American public, on them. But that didn’t really matter now. What mattered was that they needed to work.

			At 4 p.m. on the day of the disaster, Ansol was assigned to drive a fuel truck. He spent the rest of the day gassing generators, portable lights, and vehicles. Following the spill, he worked for ninety-four days straight, driving a fuel truck in fourteen-to-eighteen-hour shifts. The hundreds of other men and women who took jobs at the cleanup site logged similar hours, with the work continuing day and night. Some guys slept in their trucks rather than drive home between shifts.

			Adding to TVA’s problems, the torrent of sludge had ripped out, twisted, and covered train tracks that led to the power plant. Then, in the early-morning hours after the dike failed, a train had inadvertently plowed into the ash-covered tracks and gotten stuck. The plant needed coal to generate power, but it couldn’t receive any shipments until the train was moved and the workers laid new track. The plant had coal reserves, but they wouldn’t last long.

			Within a day or two of the disaster, about thirty amphibious track hoes, essential for clearing the wet coal-ash slurry, arrived on-site. These excavators had been disassembled for shipment, so the workers had to put them together before they could do much else. One relief was that they discovered no people or vehicles buried under the muck, a miracle by any measure. But it would take crews nearly four days to clear the roads and almost two weeks to remove and replace the mangled train tracks.

			Ansol and Janie Clark’s home sat on a grassy slope overlooking a busy highway, about half a mile from a Kroger shopping center, a Walgreens, and a fast-casual American restaurant called Aubrey’s. At eleven o’clock on Christmas night, Ansol pulled into his driveway, having spent the entire day, and most of the past three, working in Kingston. He took off his boots in the garage, where he parked an old blue Mustang that mostly collected dust. He had coal ash on his face and in his ears and up his nose; it caked his work shirt and his vest. He would arrive home equally filthy every workday onward. He thought little of it.

			Janie had stayed up waiting for him. She stood five foot two and had straight silver hair and luminous dark eyes, and she was impossibly sweet. She offered to bake cookies for new acquaintances and kept careful track of friends’ birthdays, so that she could email or call them first thing the morning of. But, for all the kindness she showed friends, her world revolved around Ansol. Earlier that evening, her mother and her younger brother had come over and spent a few hours at the house. Each Christmas, they made oven-toasted sub sandwiches, Janie’s specialty, and exchanged presents. This year, Ansol missed everything. That night, once he was in clean clothes, he sat in the living room with Janie and unwrapped his gifts as a ceramic Christmas tree glowed on a table near the door. He couldn’t complain about missing the holiday, because he knew, as far as his employment went, the disaster was a godsend.

			He took orders from TVA but technically worked for G-UB-MK Constructors (“GUBMK”), a contractor that was effectively TVA’s private construction outfit. A few weeks earlier, he had been helping to dig a holding pond to store chemical slurry, but then an unusually wet winter halted all progress, hence his furlough. He guessed the cleanup project would keep him and the Teamsters busy for years, and he would be paid well for his time. In a good year, he might clear $55,000. At Kingston, he could easily earn six figures with overtime. The spill had caused serious environmental damage, to be sure. But with the money he’d make maybe he and Janie could finally save for retirement, or at least buy a new lawn mower. Janie told Ansol it felt as if they had won the lottery.

			Ansol agreed. He liked that he was helping the residents of Roane County and that the job was close to home. Back when he drove a tractor trailer, he had hauled shipments as far as Montreal and California, and he always missed Knoxville on the long trips. He grew up outside town on a fifteen-acre farm with his mom, dad, and five siblings. As a boy, he spent his free time in the woods, climbing trees and running around with his beagles. Money was tight. His family butchered their own sheep, rabbits, and chickens, and their farmhouse had neither indoor plumbing nor electric heat. Ansol and his twin brother, Edsol, chopped firewood all summer to stock up for winter. Once a year, their father would sell some cattle for extra cash, then pile the family into a 1957 Chevrolet and strike out for the Great Smoky Mountains National Park, forty miles southeast of Knoxville. Ansol and his siblings swam in cold mountain streams, teeming with wild brook trout, until their skin turned blue. At night, they pitched old canvas tents at Chimneys, a campground along a little river high in the lush, green mountains.

			The main reason Ansol liked working at Kingston, though, was that he could drive home to Janie every night. They’d met in high school after he returned from a short stint in the Navy during the Vietnam War. She sold tickets at a movie theater at the time. Nearly forty years later, they still adored each other. Janie, now a professional housekeeper, baked homemade blueberry muffins for Ansol to take to work every day, and she always had a hot meal waiting in the evenings: spaghetti, beef stew, pot roast, fried chicken, barbecue, greens. Her mother had cooked that way for her father, and she considered it a privilege to do the same for Ansol. She would tell friends that she’d never met a better man.

			

			—

			With Christmas approaching, national news outlets had been slow to respond to the Kingston disaster and dispatch reporters to East Tennessee. But by the time Ansol returned to work the morning after Christmas, newspaper reporters and TV crews had descended on the site. James Schean’s daughter, a waitress, told a New York Times reporter that, though TVA had apologized for the disaster, it meant little to her. “I don’t need your apologies,” she explained. “I need information.” She and other residents had pressed TVA to answer some important questions—about whether it planned to buy them new homes, and what caused the disaster, and whether the sludge was hazardous. But TVA had few answers.

			On the night of December 26, Anne Thompson, a television journalist, reported from the disaster site for NBC Nightly News. Dressed in a lime-green coat and matching scarf, she explained to viewers that the volume of coal ash released was “enough to fill more than thirteen hundred Olympic-size swimming pools.” The segment cut to Chris Copeland, the firefighter. “I’ve lost my past, my present, my future,” he said, almost tearfully. A gray river of sludge loomed over his shoulder. “I’ve been hearing people talk and seeing reports about the heavy metals, the arsenic, the lead, the beryllium,” he went on. His family had lived on the lake for thirty-seven years, he said, but he planned to send his wife and daughters to Florida until he felt sure the ash was safe.

			Other residents shared Copeland’s concerns about the sludge’s potential toxicity, Thompson told viewers. But, she added, the federal government didn’t regulate coal ash, so there was no independent data about the waste’s hazards. Anda Ray, a TVA senior vice president, appeared on camera, sporting safety glasses and a white hard hat. “As far as the inert material in the ash,” Ray said, “there’s not a significant health effect.” (A TVA spokesman told the Times the same thing.) TVA had found high levels of lead and thallium near the collapsed dike, but, allegedly, nowhere else. The drinking water was safe, Ray assured viewers. There was nothing to worry about.

			

			—

			A week or two after the Kingston disaster, Jim Scott drove his Ford Explorer out of Knoxville. The winter had been especially cold and wet, and the distant hills were gray and lonesome as he motored down I-40, past the strip malls, big-box stores, and truck stops of the west Knoxville suburbs. On the morning the dike collapsed, he knew that there was potential for a lawsuit against TVA, but state bar associations largely restrict attorneys from soliciting clients directly—they had to come to him. And they had already begun to.
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			Scott’s dad, Buddy, the former judge, had cautioned him against getting involved in a suit against TVA. “Son, you can’t beat that money,” he warned. But Scott couldn’t ignore Kingston, a community that had treated him with so much respect and kindness. He was also not inclined to turn down what seemed like easy-to-win, and potentially career-defining, cases. No earthquake or other act of God had caused the dike’s collapse. Fault seemed to fall entirely on TVA. Still, Scott did worry about the cases’ potential time demand. Loud noises debilitated Sam, his youngest, so on weekends, Scott drove him to an airport parking lot, in hopes he’d grow accustomed to the din of the jets roaring overhead. (Sam also ate next to nothing.) Scott didn’t want to break the routine. Then again, he figured that, if he had to work and spend time away from his sons, he might as well help people.

			As he approached Kingston, he tried to glimpse the spill site where I-40 crosses the Clinch River and overlooks the Kingston power station, but the view was limited and fleeting. He pulled off at the Midtown exit and drove toward the main route into the power plant. Within two minutes, he hit a roadblock. TVA has its own federally commissioned police force, and several officers told Scott that only residents were permitted through. That, or “you have to know somebody back here—by name,” as one cigar-smoking local cop sternly told the driver of another vehicle. “Only family members are allowed back there.”

			Scott tried other routes, only to encounter more roadblocks. Irritated, he headed back to Knoxville. Surely, he had the right to see the disaster zone, he thought. He knew that, with a catastrophe like this, a large number of Roane County residents were bound to seek representation, and he wanted to see for himself what had happened in the likely event he took some of their cases. Over the next week, he learned that TVA and local police had kept out more than just lawyers. Officers briefly detained members of United Mountain Defense, an environmental group, after they tried to enter the disaster area and collect samples. Reporters were also largely denied entry after the national news crews cleared out. None of this exactly surprised Scott: footage of dying birds and fish flapping around in the muck wouldn’t exactly help TVA’s public-relations crisis.

			

			—

			Jeff Friedman was a fifty-two-year-old trial lawyer, with straight, neatly parted dark hair. He usually kept an overloaded schedule, but around Christmas and New Year’s, his law practice typically enjoyed a short lull, so Friedman was having a quiet morning at home, outside Birmingham, Alabama, watching TV with his wife and their three children. Then his phone rang. It was Jeff Hagood, a college buddy from Knoxville who specialized in personal-injury law and white-collar criminal defense. Had he seen the news? Hagood asked.

			“About the coal ash, right?” Friedman replied. He had caught some coverage on CNN.

			Yes, Hagood said. He explained that some Roane County residents had approached him and a few other local attorneys about suing TVA over property damage. He might need Friedman’s help. “How fast can you get to Knoxville?” Hagood asked.

			Friedman had a warm voice and, even in casual conversation, spoke with few false starts, a gift even among veteran trial lawyers. He grew up in Clarksville, Tennessee, outside Nashville, and for his undergraduate degree, he’d attended the University of Tennessee at Knoxville, not far from the Kingston plant. After finishing law school at Samford University, he made a name for himself at Starnes & Atchison, a prominent Birmingham law firm. He guessed that, in his fourteen years there, he’d had a case in each of Alabama’s sixty-seven counties, and a jury trial in about half of them. Friedman performed so well that, in the late 1990s, he left Starnes & Atchison and cofounded his own firm, Friedman, Dazzio, Zulanas & Bowling, expressly to focus on environmental cases of the exact sort now taking shape in Roane County.

			He wasn’t the type of lawyer to race to scenes of disaster. Still, he had disdained bullies ever since childhood. And TVA, he knew, was the consummate environmental bully, not just in Tennessee but throughout the Southeast. It regularly sparred with the EPA over federal Clean Air Act violations, and it was notorious for polluting rivers. What’s more, since 2006, it had been battling the state of North Carolina in court over its emissions; the state’s attorney general alleged that pollutants from TVA’s coal-fired power plants traveled eastward, sickening residents and contributing to the premature deaths of some fourteen hundred people annually across the region.

			Friedman’s father, a prominent Jewish entrepreneur in Clarksville, had owned and operated a shopping center and several dry-cleaning businesses. He died of a heart attack before Jeff entered grade school, and the shopping center burned not long after that, but his mother somehow kept the family business going. Jeff grew up helping out, but he never shared his father’s entrepreneurial ambitions. In his view, the most respected people in Clarksville were attorneys, so, from a young age, he intended to practice law. His father’s early death, at age forty-three, inspired Jeff to try to live meaningfully, in the event that he didn’t live long, either. The impulse added appeal to representing the Roane County landowners.

			Friedman told Hagood that he would visit Kingston and meet with some of the property owners after the holidays. First, though, he wanted to see the destruction up close.

			About two weeks after the dike failed, he drove two hundred and thirty miles from Birmingham and encountered the same roadblock that Jim Scott had. Undeterred, he wove up and down the Kingston back roads in a Ford pickup, searching for other entrances.

			Over two or three days, Friedman found a few spots where he was able to drive close to the ocean of sludge without the police stopping him. He parked as close as he could to the muck, then, dressed in jeans and boots to look like a local, he eased down to the riverbank. In backyards that once overlooked the Emory River, beach chairs, patio tables, and bird feeders were surrounded by a stagnant gray slurry. A pontoon boat, ripped from its mooring, lay strewn atop the sludge. Friedman was amazed. This kind of thing isn’t supposed to happen, he thought.

			At the water’s edge, he snapped photos with a digital camera. He hadn’t litigated a case against TVA before, but he knew that it wouldn’t be easy sledding. If TVA’s legal department were a private law firm, it would be one of the largest in Tennessee. Its offices occupied a top floor in one of TVA’s twin twelve-story office towers, which rose over downtown Knoxville. More daunting even than the agency’s legal manpower was that TVA was not just a standard power company, like Duke Energy or Pacific Gas & Electric. Created in 1933, as part of the New Deal, TVA was, for almost a quarter of a century, the single-most ambitious public-works project in the world. At the height of the Great Depression, it brought electricity to the Tennessee Valley, a rural, forty-one-thousand-square-mile region of three million people, and, in doing so, it transformed the poor countryside into the nation’s energy lab.

			Friedman knew that, decades later, TVA still held tremendous sway in the South. In East Tennessee it was almost a religion, as much for the ten thousand people it employed as for its cheap power. There was no chance, Friedman felt sure, as he slogged through the slurry back to his truck, that TVA would readily admit to having mismanaged its coal waste. TVA operated twenty-nine hydroelectric dams, one pumped-storage plant, and three nuclear power plants, but 60 percent of its power came from its ten active coal-fired power stations. TVA couldn’t afford to stop burning coal, no matter how much flak it caught for its waste.

			More problematic for Friedman, TVA was almost legally untouchable. In the U.S., federal agencies, such as TVA, are shielded from most private lawsuits under sovereign immunity, a doctrine derived from English common law that’s rooted in the idea that the state cannot commit a legal wrong. In most instances, the U.S. government and its agencies must consent to be sued. In practice, this meant that, with few exceptions, plaintiffs and their attorneys could neither seek punitive damages from TVA nor get a jury trial against it. Friedman would have to convince a judge to make an exception in both regards, and TVA’s famously stubborn, hubristic legal department promised to make neither easy.

			

			—

			On a map, the Tennessee River system resembles a crooked, child-drawn smile. The headwaters form six thousand feet above sea level, in the emerald virgin forests of the Great Smoky and Unaka Mountains, along the Eastern Continental Divide—the ancestral home of the Cherokee people. Cold streams drain these weather-worn mountains, which are older than the rings of Saturn, and race through deep, wild gorges, cut away over the course of some three hundred million years. The streams collect hundreds of tributaries as they fall through the timbered mountains, gathering strength and volume, before they tangle to form the Holston River and the French Broad. Once out of the mountains, the two tributaries meet at Knoxville, to create the Tennessee—the Big Tennessee—and then take in the Little Tennessee and the Clinch, the latter at Kingston. The fat river pushes southward through the Tennessee Valley, a geological trough that measures fifty-five miles wide at spots and runs north to south through East Tennessee, with the Cumberland Mountains to the west and the loftier Blue Ridge to the east. Quiet woods line the riverbank. Once past Chattanooga, the Tennessee abandons its southern trajectory and veers curiously westward, forming a giant crescent that spans the upper fifth of Alabama. The river keeps veering until it flows northward. After kissing the state of Mississippi, it slides into the flat red farmlands of West Tennessee, running parallel to but in the opposite direction of the Mississippi River, one hundred miles to the west. In Paducah, Kentucky, the Tennessee terminates into the Ohio, at almost the exact same latitude of its headwaters, four hundred miles due east, high in the mountains. Then the Ohio marries the Mississippi and heads to the Gulf.

			In the 1770s, when the first European settlers ventured into the Tennessee Valley, they thought they had stumbled into paradise, into a land of endless abundance. Cool springs and strawberry fields dotted the landscape, and thick hardwood forests teemed with elk, black bear, turkey, and deer. But just as communities took shape and began to grow in this wilderness, the Civil War made a wasteland of the valley, and Reconstruction and the decades that followed brought few improvements. In the mountains, families survived in crude shacks clustered along creek bottoms or hillsides, walls plastered with newspaper and flour paste to keep out winter’s cold. Relatives slept three or four to a bed. Babies died of “summer complaint”—diarrhea or heat exposure or some combination of both. People caught typhoid from drinking bad water. Malaria was endemic. Three-quarters of homes lacked indoor plumbing. The Tennessee River, wild and almost unnavigable, regularly brought catastrophe. In 1867, the river rose fifty-eight feet above its normal level, drowning the city of Chattanooga in eight feet of water and leaving bodies littering the streets. Industry was almost nonexistent outside a few cities. The timberlands were overcut. Six million acres of farmland were eroded. By the time the stock market crashed in 1929, the typical person in the valley earned $317 a year, about 65 percent less than the national average at the time and the equivalent of about $6,000 in 2024 dollars when adjusted for inflation.

			The Tennessee Valley might have remained mired in poverty, doomed to lag behind the rest of the nation, had Franklin D. Roosevelt not contracted polio. Beginning in 1924, Roosevelt, reared in New York, began making regular trips to Warm Springs, Georgia, for treatment, and he witnessed firsthand the valley’s destitution as he traveled through the Southeast. The region’s crushing poverty challenged whether a democracy could care for its people, and whether the American experiment had vigor and vitality.

			After Roosevelt won the presidency in 1932, he raced to prove that democracy could meet the South’s needs, as the region reeled from the Great Depression. In April 1933, while visiting Muscle Shoals, Alabama, Roosevelt called on Congress to create the Tennessee Valley Authority, which he described as “a corporation clothed with the power of Government but possessed of the flexibility and initiative of a private enterprise.” Roosevelt’s expansive vision drew on the urban-planning ideas pioneered by Alfred E. Smith, his predecessor as New York governor, who pushed for the creation of the Port of New York Authority and the New York Power Authority. Roosevelt, in his message to Congress, argued that TVA, a cornerstone of his New Deal public-works program, should have the power to oversee planning and development not just in a single state, like New York, but throughout the entire Tennessee Valley region—to prevent flooding and soil erosion and to conserve and develop the natural resources “for the general social and economic welfare of the Nation.”

			A month after Roosevelt’s Muscle Shoals speech, Congress passed the TVA Act of 1933, officially creating the agency. And, with FDR’s backing, TVA’s early leaders did exceptional work on a grand scale. In 1933, only 3 percent of farms in the valley had electricity. Within two decades, about 70 percent of them would, thanks to TVA. To achieve this, it employed an army of some forty thousand workers to dam and control the Tennessee River and its tributaries, which spanned an area roughly equal in size to Cuba. This army—composed of men from across the valley, almost all in desperate need of employment, and almost all white[*2]—worked at an incredible clip, completing sixteen dams and seizing control of ten others in about a decade. TVA finished twenty-three more dams in the years to come, bringing its total fleet to twenty-nine hydroelectric facilities and twenty non-power-producing impoundments.

			These dams radically changed the region’s topography, bloating the rivers of the valley to create more than six hundred thousand acres of new lakes and reservoirs and eleven thousand miles of new shoreline. There are fewer miles of shoreline around the Great Lakes than in the Tennessee Valley. Before the waters rose, TVA used eminent domain to force out twenty thousand families whose homesteads would disappear beneath the rising reservoirs; their stories of losing their land would become part of Southern folklore. Despite whatever ill-will these evictions engendered, TVA won ecstatic praise in the South and beyond. The TVA dams “should make one prouder to be an American,” the critic Lewis Mumford wrote in The New Yorker in 1941. The dams—bold, unadorned Art Deco giants—recalled the Pyramids of Egypt in their scope, Mumford added. But whereas the ancient tombs grew out of slavery and celebrated death, TVA’s colossi were “produced by free labor to create energy and life for the people of the United States.” The dams bore no bronze tablet listing the names of engineers or architects or the TVA board; instead, they featured a simple inscription: Built for the People of the United States. “Here is modern architecture at its mightiest and its best,” Mumford concluded his review. “The Pharaohs did not do any better.”
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					TVA’s Norris Dam, circa 1936, near Andersonville, Tennessee

				
			
			The folk singer Pete Seeger went further, recording a song about Roosevelt’s Southern experiment, in which he sang, “We saw democracy’s future when we built TVA.” Indeed, TVA’s early leaders championed “grassroots democracy,” or the belief that the government should actively engage with and measurably improve the lives of its lowliest citizens. TVA aimed not just to electrify the valley but also to uplift, educate, and empower its people. It launched a mobile-library service that loaned tens of thousands of books. It leased lands around its lakes to state and county parks departments. It created thirteen thousand demonstration farms, where it taught locals how to maximize crop yields and prevent soil erosion. It distributed hundreds of millions of seedlings. It started a ceramics laboratory. It built bunkhouses where at night its dam builders played Ping-Pong, boxed, and watched movies. And, in perhaps the purest manifestation of TVA’s utopian vision for the South, it built a planned community, called Norris, which included a school, a drugstore, a library, a recreation building, and comely homes with stone chimneys and cedar shingles.

			As TVA reshaped the Tennessee Valley, it became not only emblematic of good, benevolent government but also core to democracy’s defense. During the Second World War, TVA outproduced every other U.S. power system, supplying a tenth of the electricity used by the nation’s defense industries, electricity that helped to manufacture dive-bombers and to produce the uranium fuel for the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima. TVA later became, and remains, the federal government’s sole producer of tritium, a radioactive isotope that’s a critical component of every warhead in the U.S. nuclear arsenal.

			The cheap, abundant power that TVA generated with its dams spurred industry that benefited the valley. Per capita income rose from about 45 percent of the national average in 1933 to roughly 60 percent less than two decades later. For TVA, the trouble was that, after the Second World War, it needed more electricity than its dams could produce. This partly owed to several sprawling uranium-enrichment facilities that the federal government had built in Oak Ridge, Tennessee, as part of the Manhattan Project, for which TVA supplied power. The Cold War and the Korean War spiked demand for the bomb fuel produced in Oak Ridge, and the need for TVA electricity rose accordingly.

			In short order, TVA constructed eleven of the world’s largest, most technologically advanced coal-fired power plants throughout Alabama, Tennessee, and Kentucky. (It acquired a twelfth, from the Army Corps of Engineers, but shut it down in 1966.) Just three of these coal-fired power stations produced more electricity than all twenty-nine of TVA’s hydroelectric dams. But these new plants were expensive to build. Republicans in Congress, incensed over the billions in appropriations that TVA needed for construction, repeatedly withheld public funds from the agency, never mind that roughly half of TVA’s power went to the federal government’s bomb-making facilities in Oak Ridge. In 1959, Congress agreed to let TVA, desperate for cash, issue bonds and self-finance its operations through electricity sales. This decision meant that TVA no longer needed taxpayer dollars, but this change—this grave compromise—put profits, instead of the public interest, at the center of its concerns for the first time.

			As TVA’s coal-fired power plants came online, it gradually lost interest in or outright abandoned its other efforts. The library service, the ceramics laboratory, the demonstration farms: all soon gone. Contributing to this shift, several early TVA leaders—namely the idealistic Arthur E. Morgan, the agency’s first chairman and the former president of Antioch College, “the most liberal of liberal arts colleges,” The New York Times Magazine would later call it—had left by then, and TVA’s new leadership struggled to replicate the successes of the FDR era. Instead, they turned TVA into an electricity behemoth.

			In the mid-1950s, TVA, already the nation’s largest power system by output, became the country’s largest coal consumer, and the skies over the valley darkened as proof. In Chattanooga, soot blackened men’s white shirt collars. In Nashville, boys rode bikes with handkerchiefs tied over their faces to prevent choking on coal smog. On the Cumberland Plateau, pine trees twenty miles from the nearest TVA power plant lost their color. In northeast Alabama, TVA’s Widows Creek Fossil Plant sprayed two counties with sulfurous smog in concentrations “that most private industry would not dare,” The Nashville Tennessean reported in 1967. Three years later, the federal government ranked three Tennessee cities—Nashville, Chattanooga, and Knoxville—as having some of the country’s worst air quality. But, of all the towns forced to endure TVA’s pollution, few had it worse than the little hamlet of Kingston.

			

			—

			In the months following the Kingston disaster, the cleanup went on day and night, seven days a week. Some evenings the temperature dropped to single digits and hardly rose by the time Ansol Clark turned off the interstate in the predawn darkness. His shift started at five o’clock, an hour before most of the other day-shift workers’. When he pulled into the parking lot, the air would sparkle in his truck headlights—owing, he later learned, to fine metal particles suspended in the dust.

			The cleanup workers were racing to dredge more than four million tons of fly ash from the Emory River, partly so that it could be reopened, partly to prevent ash from migrating downriver. The night crew always left Ansol’s fuel truck at the bottom of a hill near the parking lot. TVA had set up six or seven mobile offices a short walk from the jobsite. The workers called the area Trailer City. After Ansol poured a cup of coffee, signed some paperwork, and collected the fuel logs from one of the temporary offices, he would walk down the hill, crank the thunderous engine, turn on the headlights, and then drive through a fence into the exclusion zone, ground zero of the disaster.

			It was the mouth of some kind of hell. Mounds of ash towered and rolled on in every direction. It was a world of lifeless gray, droning motors, and muck and grit—grit in your mouth and in your eyes and in your ears. Most of the ash was soupy. It swallowed men to the knees and to the waist, but big chunks of ash stood as tall as two-story homes. Vehicles tipped and rolled without warning trying to drive over the stuff. The air tasted like aluminum foil. Geese and coyotes writhed around dying in the mess.

			In the frigid blackness, Ansol and a partner sloshed and stomped through the sludge, with only an hour and a half to pump some fifteen hundred gallons of diesel fuel into dozens of track hoes, bulldozers, and articulated dump trucks. Whenever Ansol reached a vehicle, his partner would jump out and pull the fuel hose through the muck and unspool it from a reel. Once the vehicle was filled, Ansol would climb out and hold the fuel hose with an absorbent rag to keep it from gunking up as they reeled it back in.

			As Ansol and his partner rushed, the other day-shift workers—a mix of operators, laborers, and truck drivers—usually met for a safety meeting at a home that TVA bought after the disaster, which now served as a makeshift office for TVA staff and for employees of Jacobs Engineering, a California-based construction and environmental-cleanup firm. Hired by TVA in February 2009, Jacobs Engineering was one of the twenty largest U.S. government contractors, generating more than $11 billion in annual revenue and employing some fifty-three thousand people. The company, which was founded in 1947, got its start mining and recovering potash, a potassium-rich salt used to make fertilizer. But over the years it had transformed into a do-it-all construction and engineering firm. It regularly won multimillion-dollar contracts from the U.S. Army and NASA, and it had worked for the government of Jordan. The company’s conservative, Brooklyn-born founder, Joseph Jacobs, once wrote that “environmentalists, in their elitist arrogance, often do more harm than good.” Yet his company earned billions of dollars remediating environmental disasters. It had cleaned up radioactive waste at Department of Energy sites in at least ten states, including Tennessee, and it responded to environmental emergencies with, and wrote reports for, the EPA. The Kingston cleanup, Jacobs’s first major project for TVA, expanded the company’s footprint in East Tennessee considerably. Based on the terms of its contract, Jacobs would oversee safety at the site on a day-to-day basis, while TVA and the EPA oversaw the cleanup more broadly. Jacobs, for its efforts, would receive almost $64 million by the project’s end, which TVA expected to take years. The estimated cost of the entire cleanup: $1.2 billion.

			Jacobs had about a dozen employees at Kingston. At the morning safety meetings, Tom Bock, a top Jacobs safety officer, often addressed the cleanup workers from a wooden deck of the repurposed home.[*3] He was thirty-something, with close-cropped hair, glasses, and a broad forehead. On numerous occasions, he told the group that they could eat a pound of fly ash—the dusty component of coal ash that “flies”—each day and be fine. It was that safe. Bock repeated the spiel often enough that it became something of a joke among the workers: Don’t worry, man, you can eat a pound of ash a day!

			The workers, kidding aside, trusted Bock. He was a conservative family man. He lived in the Knoxville suburbs and, in the years to come, would share Ronald Reagan speeches and church-sermon clips on social media. He held a degree in safety technology from Marshall University, in West Virginia, and had previously worked for a Jacobs subsidiary, Bechtel Jacobs, at the demolition site of the K-25 Gaseous Diffusion Plant, an Oak Ridge facility built during the Manhattan Project to enrich uranium-235 for atomic weapons. That Bock had overseen site safety at K-25 lent him credibility, since it was the sort of place, one might assume, where lax protective protocols weren’t tolerated, given the risk of radioactive exposure.

			At Kingston, Bock led new-hire orientation in a makeshift classroom in an office trailer. Trust me, he reassured the new hires. I want to protect myself as much as you do. “I’ve got a wife and kids that depend on my income, too,” he once put it. If there was a hazard, he would take care of it, if not for his sake then for his family’s. TVA also insisted that the coal ash posed no legitimate health concerns, stating on its website that thousands, and eventually hundreds of thousands, of air-quality tests had all fallen within the EPA’s acceptable safety limits. TVA attributed this feat to “aggressive dust suppression.”

			About two months after the disaster, Billy Isley, a thirty-five-year-old truck driver from LaFollette, Tennessee, took a job at Kingston. He lifted weights five days a week; loved heavy metal, especially Metallica; and had a tattoo of an eagle on his arm. Some guys thought he was an asshole, since he talked openly and loudly if he thought another worker screwed up or slacked on the job, but Ansol Clark liked him immediately. Each morning, they chatted as Ansol fueled up Isley’s rig. Isley drove what was known as a water truck, a vehicle equipped with a large water cannon for spraying
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