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might have held Massey Energy slightly accountable for
its flagrant and frequent malfeasances, the Bush adminis-
tration tried unsuccessfully to fire Jack Spadaro from his
position as a mine safety inspector in the Interior Depart-
ment. Eventually they forced him to retire.

Jack, the chief attorney for the largest corporation in
the world, and I take off with our pilot, Hume Daven-
port, in a four-seat Cessna. The ground recedes below
us as we pass over Charleston, West Virginia, and the
Kanawha River lined with barges hauling coal to power
plants along the Ohio River and points more distant. To
the west on the horizon is the John Amos plant owned by
American Electric Power that, by one estimate, releases
more mercury to the environment than any other facility
in the United States as well as hundreds of tons of sul-
phur oxides, hydrogen sulfide, and CO2. For a few min-
utes we can see the deep green of wrinkled Appalachian
hills below, but very soon the first of the mountaintop
removal sites appears. It is followed by another and then
another. The pattern of ruin spreads out below us for
many miles, stretching to the far horizon on all points
of the compass. From a mile above, trucks with 12-foot-
diameter tires and draglines that could pick up two Grey-
hound buses in a single bite look like toys in a sandbox.
What is left of Kayford Mountain comes into sight. It
is surrounded by leveled mountains and a few still be-
ing leveled. “Overburden”—the mining industry term for
dismantled mountains—is dumped into valleys covering
hundreds of miles of streams, an estimated 1500 miles
in the past 25 years. Many more miles will be buried if
the coal companies have their way. Coal slurry ponds
loom above houses, towns, and even elementary schools.
When the earthen dams break on some dark rainy night,
those below will have little if any warning before the del-
uge hits.

Spadaro is our guide to the devastation. He has a knack
for describing outrageous things calmly and with clinical
precision. A mining engineer by profession, he spent sev-
eral frustrating decades trying to enforce the laws, such
as they are, against an industry with friends in high places
in Charleston, Congress, and the White House. In a flat,
unemotional monotone he describes what we are seeing
below. Destruction of the Appalachian forest aside, the
math in these operations is all wrong. The slopes are too
steep, the impoundments too large. The angles of slope,
the dam, the weight, and the proximity of houses and
towns to the overburden are the geometry of tragedies
to come. He points out Marsh Fork elementary school
situated close to a coal-loading operation and a huge im-
poundment back up the hollow. In the event of a dam
failure, the evacuation plan calls for the principal to use
a bull horn to initiate evacuation of the children ahead of
the 50-foot wall of slurry that will be moving at maybe 60
miles an hour. If all works according the official evacua-
tion plan, they will have 2 minutes to get to safety, but
there is no safe place for them to go. And so it is in the

coalfields—ruin at a scale for which there are no ade-
quate words; ecological devastation to the far horizon of
topography and time. We say we are fighting for democ-
racy elsewhere, but no one in Washington or Charleston
seems aware that we are depriving some of our own the
rights to life, liberty, and property.

On the circle back to Charleston, Tom Hyde, the corpo-
rate attorney calls this a “tragedy.” We all nod knowing the
word does not quite describe the enormity of the things
we have just seen or the cold-blooded nature of it. In our
1-hour flight, we saw maybe 1% of the destruction now
metastasizing through four states. Until recently it was all
but ignored by the national media. We have known of
the costs of mining at least since Harry Caudill published
Night Comes to the Cumberlands in 1963, but we have
yet to summon the moral energy to resolve the problem
or pay the full costs of the allegedly cheap electricity that
we use.

Under the hot afternoon sun we board a 15-person van
to drive out to the edge of the coalfields to see what it
looks like on the ground. On the way to Kayford Moun-
tain, we take the interstate south from Charleston and
exit at a place called Sharon onto winding roads that lead
to mining country. Trailer parks, small churches, truck
repair shops, and small, often lovingly tended, houses
line the road intermixed with those abandoned long ago
when underground mining jobs disappeared. The two-
lane paved road turns to gravel and climbs toward the
top of the hollow and Kayford Mountain. Soon the first
valley fill appears. It is a green, V-shaped insertion be-
tween wooded hills. Reading the signs made by water
coursing down its face, Jack Spadaro notes that this one
will soon fail. Valley fills are mountains turned upside
down: rocky mining debris, trees illegally buried, along
with what many locals believe to be more sinister things
brought in by unmarked trucks in the dead of night. He
adds that some valley fills may contain as much as 500
million tons of blasted mountains and run for as long as
6 miles. We ascend the slope toward Kayford, passing by
the “no trespassing” signs that appear around the gate
that leads to the mining operations.

Larry Gibson, a diminutive, bulldog of a man fighting
for his land, meets us at the summit, really a small peak
on what was once a long ridge. The family has been op-
erating a small coal mine on Kayford since the eighteenth
century. Larry is the proverbial David fighting Goliath, but
he has no slingshot unless it is that of moral authority spo-
ken with a fierce, inborn eloquence. Those traits and the
raw courage he shows every day have made Larry a poster
child for the movement; his picture has been in Vanity
Fair, National Geographic, and other newsstand maga-
zines. Larry’s land has been saved so far because he made
40 acres of it into a park and has fought tooth and nail to
save it from the lords of Massey Energy. They have leveled
nearly everything around him and have punched holes un-
derneath Kayford because the mineral rights below and
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