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  The Town That Steel Built

  
  




Friday, October 29, 1948 — 6:14 A.M.

The smell hit me before I even opened my eyes.

Sulfur and coal smoke and something else underneath it — something metallic and wrong, like a penny left on your tongue too long. I’d grown up breathing Donora air my whole life, which meant I’d grown up breathing that smell, but this morning it was sharper. Closer. Like it had moved inside the house with us while we slept.

I lay there for a moment listening to the town wake up.

Down on McKean Avenue, a car engine turned over and coughed. Two streets up, somebody’s dog was going crazy about something. And below all of it, constant as a heartbeat, came the low industrial groan of the Donora Zinc Works — the smelter that sat on the south edge of town like a great grey god, breathing fire and pulling a paycheck out of thin air for half the families I knew.

I was twelve years old. My name was Sam Kowalski. And I had no idea that the next two days were going to change everything.

* * *

The Town Below the Hill

You have to understand what Donora was, to understand what happened there.

Picture a horseshoe bend in the Monongahela River, about twenty-eight miles south of Pittsburgh. Now picture a town crammed inside that horseshoe — about fourteen thousand people packed onto hillsides so steep that some streets had staircases instead of sidewalks. The hills weren’t gentle, rolling things either. They were sharp and close, like the walls of a bowl, and the town sat right at the bottom of that bowl. When smoke rose from the steel and zinc plants, it didn’t drift away the way smoke is supposed to. It rolled up to the hillsides and stopped. It sat on us.

We didn’t think about that part much.

What we thought about was the Donora Zinc Works, and the American Steel and Wire mill next to it, and the jobs those plants provided. My father, Tata, had worked at the wire mill for eleven years. My Uncle Stash had worked at the zinc works for nine. Half the fathers on our block had come over from Poland or Hungary or Czechoslovakia or Italy, had put on their boots and their hard hats, and had walked down to the river every morning to make things. Steel wire for fences and bridges. Zinc for galvanizing, for rubber, for paint. The stuff America was rebuilding itself with after the war.

It was 1948. The war had been over for three years, and the country was hungry — hungry for cars and houses and appliances and all the normal things people had gone without for so long. Donora fed that hunger. We knew it. We were proud of it. The stacks that pumped smoke over our rooftops weren’t an embarrassment. They were proof that we mattered.

My father said it best, one night when I’d complained about the smell while doing homework at the kitchen table.

“Sam,” he said, without looking up from his newspaper. “You smell money.”

He wasn’t wrong, exactly. He also wasn’t entirely right. But I was twelve, and he was my father, so I went back to my homework.

* * *

Babcia’s Kitchen

I rolled out of bed and pulled on yesterday’s clothes — corduroy pants, a flannel shirt with a missing button at the collar — and padded down to the kitchen in my socks.

Babcia was already there. She was always already there.

Helena Kowalski, my father’s mother, was sixty-seven years old and roughly the size of a fire hydrant. She’d come over from Kraków in 1907, alone at twenty-six, speaking maybe forty words of English and carrying one suitcase and a recipe for beet soup that she claimed was worth more than anything else in that suitcase. She had survived two world wars, the death of my grandfather in a mill accident in 1931, and seventeen Pennsylvania winters without a complaint I’d ever heard.

That morning she was standing at the stove stirring something that smelled like onions and butter, and she was wearing her housecoat with the blue flowers, and she had a cigarette balanced on the lip of an ashtray on the counter, burning down to nothing while she ignored it. Babcia had quit smoking four different times in my life. The cigarettes didn’t seem to have gotten the message.

“Sit,” she said, without turning around.

I sat.

She put a bowl of oatmeal in front of me, the good kind with brown sugar and a pat of butter dissolving in the middle, and then she stood at the window over the sink and looked outside with her arms folded.

“Fog again,” she said.

I looked. She was right — the backyard was grey and thick, like someone had stretched wet cotton between the fence posts. The oak tree at the property line was just a dark shape. I couldn’t see the Hendersons’ house at all, and they were maybe forty feet away.

“It’ll burn off,” I said.

Babcia made a sound. Not disagreement, exactly. More like she was reserving judgment.

She’d been making that sound a lot lately. The fog had been sitting heavy for the past few days — an unusual stillness in the air, no real wind, the kind of autumn weather where the valley just held everything in place. My father said it was called a temperature inversion, which meant the warm air was trapped under the cold air instead of rising the way it should, which meant the smoke from the plants had nowhere to go.

“Tomek already gone?” I asked. My brother was fifteen and working a weekend shift at the grocery on Meldon Avenue, which he acted like was the greatest sacrifice in the history of labor.

“Six o’clock,” Babcia said. She picked up her cigarette, took one drag, put it back. “Your father too.”

Tata left before sunrise most days. It was a point of pride with him — you didn’t stroll into the mill, you arrived. I’d spent whole Saturday mornings at that plant as a little kid, visiting, watching the wire spools turn, eating a hard-boiled egg from Tata’s lunchbox while sparks drifted down from somewhere high above like lazy orange snow.

The plant was loud and hot and dangerous and smelled like the inside of a furnace. I’d loved every second of it.

* * *

October in Donora

There were things that made Donora worth loving, and I want to make sure you know what they were before this story gets dark, because they matter.

There was Rea & Derrick’s drugstore, where you could get a cherry phosphate for a nickel and Mr. Rea would let you read the comic books as long as you didn’t crease the spines. There was Cempa’s bakery on Sixth Street, where the rye bread was so good that people drove in from Monessen to buy it. There was the Donora Bulldogs football team, coached by a brick wall of a man named Elmer Lampe, who had won the WPIAL championship two years before, in 1945, and whose players were still treated like minor royalty at the diner on McKean.

One of those players, a halfback named Arnold, had a younger brother in my grade named Clarence. Clarence and I were friends the way twelve-year-old boys are friends — we didn’t talk about it, we just showed up at the same places and assumed the other one would be there. We’d spent the whole summer catching crawdads in the creek and arguing about whether Ted Williams was better than Stan Musial. Clarence said Williams. I said Musial. Neither of us was really going to change our minds.

That Friday morning I planned to meet Clarence after school. There was a Halloween parade being organized by the Donora American Legion for the following Monday, and we’d talked about walking in it together if we could find costumes that didn’t require any actual effort.

Normal kid stuff. The kind of normal that you stop noticing until it’s gone.

I finished my oatmeal and brought the bowl to the sink, and Babcia was still standing there looking out at the grey.

“Sam,” she said.

“Yeah?”

“You take your coat today. The good one.”

“It’s not even that cold, Babcia.”

She turned and looked at me with those dark eyes that had seen Kraków and Ellis Island and a mill town in Pennsylvania and two world wars, and I took my good coat.

* * *

What Nobody Knew Yet

Here is what none of us understood, walking around Donora on that grey Friday morning:

The temperature inversion that had been settling over the Mon Valley for the past three days was not going to lift. It was going to stay, and tighten, and press down. And the zinc works and the steel mill were going to keep running — of course they were going to keep running, they always kept running — and the fluorine and sulfur dioxide and carbon monoxide they pumped into the air were going to go nowhere, were going to pile up in that bowl-shaped valley hour by hour, thicker and thicker, until the air in Donora was no longer something you could safely breathe.

About six thousand people were going to get sick. Somewhere between eighteen and twenty-five people were going to die. Hundreds of animals — dogs, cats, caged birds — were going to die too.

It would become one of the worst air pollution disasters in American history, and it would eventually help lead to the Clean Air Act of 1963, and later the much stronger version in 1970. Scientists and public health researchers would study Donora for decades afterward. They still do.

But I didn’t know any of that yet. Neither did my father, down at the mill. Neither did Babcia, watching the fog through the kitchen window. Neither did Clarence, probably still asleep.

On that Friday morning, Donora was just Donora. A town full of people who worked hard and loved their families and took pride in the mills that defined them, and who woke up that morning the same way they woke up every morning — with the smell of sulfur and coal smoke and something metallic in the air — and thought nothing of it.

I pulled on my good coat.

I picked up my school bag.

I opened the front door, and the fog was so thick it looked solid, a grey wall sitting at the bottom of our porch steps.

I stepped into it.

* * *

The next 48 hours would ask me to make choices I wasn’t ready for. The kind of choices where you don’t know, in the moment, if you’re being brave or just stupid. Where the adults you trust don’t always have the answers, and you have to figure out what to do with that.

But right then, I was just a kid walking to school.

I didn’t know yet that some people in Donora wouldn’t make it to Monday.
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