Blood Money
The Highlands Voice
A couple of years ago at the Putnam County Fair, a mountain top 
removal miner gladly signed the Save Blackwater Canyon petition I 
offered and then told me about his job. “At the end of the day I look 
at the destruction and feel like I am taking blood money.” he told me. 
 Another miner told me of arguing with fellow workers on a mountain top removal site about the destruction that four wheelers were doing to the 
woods. He told the other miners, “Look all around you, it is 
devastation for as far as you can see, how can four wheelers compare 
with this?” Still another miner, doing volunteer work for the Wildlife 
Federation, told me there were many miners who don’t like destroying 
the mountains, but are trapped in a situation where the alternative is 
minimum wage jobs or unemployment or moving to dreaded North Carolina.     
What I have discovered going to hearings and town meetings on mountain top removal in the last few months is that when just local people show up everyone speaks against this destruction of their communities, 
homes, health and mountain beauty. It is also becoming obvious that 
almost none of the miners live near the mountain top removal sites. 
Some of the miners are in the ironic position of being “outsiders”.  
Some live two counties away from the mine sites. Some live in Kentucky. 
Most of the owners are clearly outsiders with headquarters in other 
states and other countries. I only mention outsiders because that is 
what we [environmentalists] are often called. Having lived in coal camps it is hard for me to consider myself an outsider. My dad, grand-dad, son, brother-in-law and uncles have worked in the mines of Boone, Logan and Kanawha 
counties.
    
At a hearing for a mountain top removal permit and then at a town 
meeting about coal sludge dams in the Whitesville and Marsh Fork area, 
on the border between Raleigh and Boone counties, there was a parade of 
testimony all opposed to the permit and all worried about the danger of 
the sludge ponds.  One pond hovers right over their grade school. Not 
one person spoke in favor of the permit, none had kind words for the 
coal companies involved and all were worried about the sludge ponds 
failing like the one at Inez, Kentucky.  Many of the testifiers were 
former coal miners. It would be interesting to witness a genuine 
dialogue between mountain top removal miners and people living near the 
mines. There is a conference for someone to organize.
    
These industrial atrocities against nature could be stopped if only 
the meaning of the phrase, “Must be done in an environmentally sound 
manner” had not been changed by industry and the so-called Department 
of Environmental Protection and the Environmental Protection Agency. 
This change has made it possible to qualify as environmentally sound 
such hideous practices as taking the tops off beautiful mountains and 
dumping them in the hollows.  This “environmentally sound manner” is 
about to happen across the creek from Jim Weakley’s home. It has made 
the ridges disappear all around Larry Gibson’s homeplace, and has 
brought a sludge dam high above the school of Judy Bond’s grandchildren.
    
More than one friend has asked me if I think we can win these 
environmental battles. They point out the incredible odds, the 
mountains of cash put into destroying our mountains, buying our 
politicians and the false twists and spins that industry executives 
and public relations companies put on the facts.
    
My answer to the question can we win in the struggle to save our 
environment is that I don’t know if we can win or not.  I know that I 
am going to die but I don’t quit living.  I also know that we could 
lose out on some of our efforts to preserve nature (ourselves included) 
but that doesn’t mean we should stop trying.  We have to speak the 
truth whether it prevails or not.  It would be bad enough to lose but 
still worse to lose without speaking the truth.

Since this was written I interviewed a Massey Energy dump truck driver. He said he hated Massey and hated his job. His wife said, “But it is the best money you have ever made.”

Toyota and the War Between the States
“We are blessed to have Toyota in West Virginia”, chortled a member
of legislature on West Virginia Public Radio. Have you noticed how West 
Virginia news on  Public Radio is a series of chortlings from  various 
politicians?  Seems that Senator Rockefeller, Senator Byrd and Governor Wise are the most often quoted and with nary a dissenting thought.
    
Judging from the commercials and the news sound bites it is fairly 
obvious  who owns West Virginia Public Radio--a combination of big 
business and  politicians. Of course this is the two headed monster 
that has always run the state.  Public radio sucks up to those guys 
with seldom a thought to denouncing some of their more self-serving and 
devious sound bites.West Virginia Public Radio has become the press agent for incumbent politicians and companies  busy decapitating the Appalachain mountains.
    
Being “blessed”  to have Toyota in West Virginia puts God in the 
picture.  Being blessed means by some diety, or did Toyota bless us?  Is 
Toyota our God, now?  The people in Kentucky must be looking for a new 
God since our common diety blessed us with the new Toyota plant that 
they wanted.  It is like thanking God for football victories.  Did God 
forsake the side that lost?
    
Toyota must be thanking their diety that they were blessed with a  
state that would give them  fifteen years without property taxes, a 
four-lane highway, a bridge and an airport.  And we are doubly blessed that  
our politicians would fall all over themselves praising our new diety 
for giving five hundred thousand dollars to the Putnam county school 
system.  Sounds like a good deal to me--five hundred thousand dollars 
and no  property tax for fifteen years. How much you want to bet that 
the five hundred grand is  tax-deductible?
    
There is a new civil war. It is indeed the war between the states.  
Fifteen years form now Toyota will probably ask for another 
fifteen-year gift from the poor tax payers of West Virginia.  If we 
turn them down, Kentucky is ready and waiting.
Workers Aren’t Equal to Corporations     
West Virginia Public Radio 7-29-98


Unfortunately for our environment, prosperity in this economic system depends on how much money is spent and that depends on people making good wages.  If everyone's wages suddenly went down people would have less money to buy the goods that are on the market, the goods would 
sit there and workers who make those un-bought things would be laid off 
and we would have a good old-fashioned depression.
    
With the top 1% of Americans owning more than the other 99% combined perhaps we could start at the other end. Let the obscenely over-paid executives take a pay cut. Let’s see if they want to live on less. With 
Bill Gates owning more than the poorest 106 million Americans combined 
maybe it is gagging at a gnat and swallowing a camel to ask people to 
work for less.  

With 40 million Americans having no health insurance it 
is bizarre to propose that people would be better off with lower wages. 
It is mighty hard for a worker to agree to a pay cut when the 
executives in his company are getting pay increases in the millions of 
dollars, usually for firing thousands of workers.
    
American companies are already racing to the bottom on the wage scale by taking their factories to poverty-stricken third world countries 
and hiring desperate people to replace American workers who demand a 
living wage.
    
To say that  "Just as workers are free to look for work wherever they 
want to, businesses should be free to look for workers wherever they 
want to,” is to say that one lone worker and the corporation he or she 
works for are equal.  Since the workers can shop around then the 
company should be able to hire and fire whenever they please. Let's 
take the cover off this.  What is being advocated is that General 
Motors should be able to hire scabs or in Orwellian newspeak 
"replacement workers" whenever their workers show dissatisfaction by 
going on strike.
    
It would be wonderful if workers and corporations were equal--we 
could all get super tax credits and use loopholes to avoid paying 
taxes.  Workers aren't equal to corporations and that is exactly the 
reason we must organize and match our numbers against their billions of 
dollars.
    
Perhaps wages should depend on what a person needs to have a decent 
life.  Maybe wages shouldn't be dependent on General Motors auctioning 
off jobs to the lowest bidder.    
    
This is Julian Martin on West Virginia Public Radio.

This was a rebuttal to a commentary by an industry owner representative who did actually say  "Just as workers are free to look for work wherever they want to, businesses should be free to look for workers wherever they want to,”  Unfortunately West Virginia Public Radio has discontinued commentaries and rebuttals. And Governor Joe Manchin, who was elected Governor in 2004 and again in 2008, got things changed so that he heads up West Virginia Public Radio. Don’t expect much to be said against big corporations now that they have one of their own in power. Manchin actually changed the slogan on the welcome to West Virginia billboards to read West Virginia, Open for Business. Public anger over the change from West Virginia, Wild and Wonderful caused the Governor to wiggle out of his mistake by holding a vote on what slogan people wanted on the welcome signs. Of course Wild and Wonderful was a previous change from The Mountain State. All three slogans were cooked up by public relations hacks. Open for business is probably the more accurate of the two considering that 500,000 acres of wild and wonderful mountains have been destroyed by mountain top removal coal mining.

Professional Testifiers
The Charleston Gazette, August 23, 1998

J. Wade Gilley, president of Marshall University and chairman of the Governor’s Task Force on Mountaintop Removal, claims in a Sunday Gazette-Mail commentary on Aug 3 to want,  “A thorough, thoughtful and fair study of mountaintop removal.” However, in his first public comment on the first public hearing, he insults many people who testified, calling them “professional testifiers.”


Gilley discounted the testimony of many who were, in his words, “proudly pointing to their past appearances before public groups on this and other topics.”


How can Gilley prejudge people who are concerned about things in their communities and who speak out about their concerns? Why does he find it odd that people are proud of the stands they have taken for things they care about?


You would think that a man of learning and a molder of young minds would congratulate people who are concerned for their communities and who don’t lay low when something needs to be said.


The “professional testifiers” are not we who have no financial incentive to speak. The pros are the coal company lobbyists who are paid big money to testify before committees. Why didn’t Gilley denounce that group?


Wade Gilley left Marshall University to become president of the University of Tennessee. He left Tennessee in disgrace—something about sexy emails.


It Is Insane, It Is Madness

The Charleston Gazette, December 26, 1998

Governor Cecil Underwood is either a liar or he has advisers who lie to him. He was quoted in a Gazette article on the report of the Governor’s Task Force on Mountaintop Removal as saying, “…when asked to produce usable information, the environmental people didn’t come forward…didn’t offer proposals. They didn’t attend hearings.”


Underwood is wrong. We were there. We made proposals. Many of us proposed that mountaintop removal strip mining be banned. In Underwood’s mind, banning mountaintop removal strip mining is not “usable information.”


At the next-to-last hearing of the task force, the number of “environmental people” who spoke outnumbered the coal industry speakers.


Underwood appointed a task force that had three subcommittees. There was only one “environmental people” representative on the entire task force. Therefore, when the three subcommittees had separate meetings and hearings, there was no one representing the “environmental people” on two-thirds of the subcommittees.


This task force was an obvious cruel joke. Several of its members have dedicated their lives to taking the tops off the mountains of West Virginia. Over one-third of the task force has direct ties to the coal industry. The three elected politicians on the task force have received thousands of dollars from the coal industry in campaign contributions.


Ex-officio task force member Michael Miano, the current head of the so-called Division of Environmental Protection, and a longtime employee of the coal industry, replied to one of the “environmental people.” He said, “We have been doing mountaintop removal for 40 years and there has been no problem.”


Wade Gilley, the chairman of the task force, classified many of us “environmental people” as “professional testifiers” in a Gazette article after the very first task force hearing.


As I said in my last testimony to the task force, “Mountaintop removal strip mining is the most insane idea that has ever been tried in West Virginia.” Mountaintop removal strip mining is justified with sentiment expressed with the infamous “we had to destroy the village to save it” statement from the Vietnam War. We have to destroy the mountains for the economy. We have to destroy West Virginia to save it. That is insane.


It is not mountaintop removal; it is mountain removal. They aren’t just taking the tops off the mountains; they are digging down like a dentist doing a root canal and removing the entire mountain.


Southern West Virginia from the air looks like it has been carpet-bombed. They claim they are making it better. The reclaimed ground is as hard as concrete when they get through “reclaiming” their moonscapes. Madness.


The coal industry people tried to change the name of “strip mining” to “surface mining” because “strip mining” sounded as ugly as it is. Now they are trying to change the name of mountaintop removal to mountaintop mining. Madness


Mountaintop removal strip mining is the worst thing that has ever happened to West Virginia. These coal industry people who are removing our mountains call us “environmental people” extremists. Removing mountains is far more extreme than wanting to leave them alone. It is insane. It is madness.

Eddie Gillenwater

The Lincoln Journal
Dear Editor:

There have been a few saints in my life, people who have influenced me deeply. Being saints didn’t mean they were perfect. Being saints meant they understood human nature and listened to you when you talked and shared their ideas and feelings with you. 
My football coach, Sammy LeRose, is one of the saints of my life. He was a wonder of a coach. He never raised his voice, never cussed and never showed disgust for his players. He was kind. My great uncle Kin Barker was another. Kin was a logger on Bull Creek before logging tore up the earth much like a strip-mine.


Grandma Ethyl Atkins Barker is another of the saints who have smiled into my life. Kin and Grandma have died, but I remember them every day. Now another saint has died but not passed away, for I will keep him fresh in people’s memories.


Eddie Gillenwater died the other day doing one of the things he liked best. He died in the woods hunting rabbits. Eddie went fast and he gave up the spirit out where the ginseng grows and where his dogs ran.


Eddie was amazing. He built my kitchen cabinets when he was seventy years old. He left a beautiful table, a rocking chair and two stools in my house. I write this on the table he built. Eddie was at Pearl Harbor. He looked up and saw planes shooting at him. I expected a heroic tale about Pearl Harbor. Eddie told me that he ran down a hill to escape the bullets and tried to get inside a drainage culvert. But he could only get his head in-- the rest of him didn’t fit. So there he was with his rear end as a target for the Japanese air force. Eddie would rather tell a funny story than make himself look good.


He was a paratrooper and told me that he made one combat jump. I think his jump was in New Guinea. Once again I expected to hear about the brave soldier in hand-to-hand combat. Not so, Eddie landed in the courtyard of an unarmed Japanese hospital. He said that within twenty minutes he was on the third floor balcony flirting with the Japanese nurses.


Eddie read about every major American novel and many minor ones. He was a friend, an intellectual, a woodworker and a musician. He raised Beagles, dug ‘sang and smoked a pipe. As a young man he could shoot a dime out of the air with a 22 rifle.


Eddie was most of all a philosopher and he left me with my favorite quote about the stress of modern life. Eddie said, “Prosperity isn’t worth the price you have to pay.”


I loved Eddie Gillenwater and if it weren’t for my grandma Barker and great uncle Kin and Sammy Lerose I’d say he was in a class by himself.


Rest in peace, Eddie, and thanks for all the great memories.

Eddie’s grandson, a high school student of mine, met me in the hall of Duval High School and told me with a sad and serious tone, “Grandpa Eddie died yesterday.” I searched for someone to commiserate with, but none of the other teachers knew him. I went into the assistant principal’s office and broke down telling him of Eddie’s death. 


I left some things out about Eddie that didn’t fit in a eulogy. Eddie took a drink of whiskey about every half hour or so. Once, when he was our star witness in a suit against a bunch of outlaw gas well drillers, I was assigned to stay with him and make sure he got his drinks on time and that he made it to the trial. 

He was almost always just a little high, not enough to notice. Maybe he was just on an even keel. Addictions will do that—make you want the drug just to get back to a normal feeling. He came to my house one day around noon to collect money I owed him for making and installing cabinets in my kitchen. He said he needed the money to buy some whiskey. He was grumpy and short with me. I told him that was what I didn’t like about his drinking-- it made him impatient and short tempered. He replied, “Martin, this is why I drink. I am sober right now. Now give me my money so I can go buy some whiskey.”


Eddie saw me at the end of an election day in which he had helped a candidate get votes out. He told me he felt ashamed and dirty for what he had done that day. He was probably referring to buying votes with money and booze.

Eddie was at least once found drunk and passed out over the hill in his wrecked pickup truck along with a woman who was probably thirty years younger. 

As a young man during the depression he rode boxcars all the way to California and back. One of his brothers did the same thing and found a job taking care of John Wayne’s horse on a movie set. Eddie could play a decent guitar and told me that, when in the Army, stationed in the Caribbean, he roomed with Chet Atkins. Men of Eddie’s age had great adventures. They traveled to exotic places riding the rails or a navy landing barge. Some ended up in enemy prison camps. Most came home determined to get a job with the gas company and never go back out into that dangerous world.

Eddie was no saint but he did love just about everybody and his dogs.

Euphemisms
The Charleston Gazette, March 13, 1999   

The coal industry tries to call it "mountain top mining" instead of
mountain top removal and "surface mining" instead of strip-mining.  The
timber industry and forest service use "over-mature" and "decadent" instead of old growth.  And here is a doozy-- "Temporary meadows" for clear cuts.  There is the old stand-by "harvest" instead of cut. The milk people use
"somatotropin" for bovine growth hormone. "Somatotropin" is Latin for growth hormone. During the war against Iraq [this was the first Iraq war] there were "KIA's".  Never did the military public relations briefings use the word kill. I suppose they discarded "harvest" early on. The Gazette and other news media use "environmentalists" instead of concerned citizens.
    
The coal industry does its best, along with other industries to
demonize the term "environmentalists". The news media cooperates with 
the industry, helping them in their effort to isolate concerned citizens by
calling them "environmentalists", of course their favorite is
"environmental extremist”.Visit a strip-mine and you will see who is being
environmentally extreme. If the PR firms working for the coal companies
succeed in making "environmentalist" a dirty word then everyone who 
cares about what happens to the mountains, the water, the air, the trees and 
the scenic beauty of West Virginia will be descredited.
    
So far the PR campaign isn't working.  In a recent visit to a rural
high school 146 students defined environmentalist in very positive 
terms, nine students gave negative definitions.
    
It ought to scare the polluters and destroyers of our state to know
that the massive resistence to their pillage is done by people from all
walks of life and a wide variety of occupations. I know of only three or four
people in West Virginia who get paid to help concerned citizens organize
to defend the earth and most them are paid half-time for a double-time 
job.
      The people who most consistently represent the coal company view
are public relations people who would spout whatever line the boss pays
them to spout. If we concerned citizens could double their salaries they 
would work for us, they believe in nothing and their talents go to the 
highest bidder.
    Fanny Seiler's article in the March 10 Charleston Gazette was a
pleasing exception to the rule.  She reported on the strip-mine 
mitigation bill without once using the word "environmentalist".  To identify 
people who wanted a stronger bill she used  terms like "private citizen", "members of the West Virginia Organizing Project",  "lobbyist for the West Virginia Citizen Action Group", "a member of the Environmental Council", "a representative of the West Virginia Rivers Coalition". However, the
headline for Seiler's report reverted to the coal industry newspeak euphemism of "surface mine" instead of the uglier, more accurate and publicly named “strip-mine.” And the report just below Seiler's, on the conflict of interest lawsuit against Michael Miano*, uses the term "environmentalists" in the second paragraph.
    
Mind you, I am happy to work for the environment but I have a life
besides that.  I like basketball very much and played full-court until I
was fifty years old. So if you quote me and think you have to call me
something other than citizen just call me an ex-jock.
*Miano was a former coal company operative who became boss over the West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection.

Doug Waldron

The Lincoln Journal, April 14, 1999

The following letter from the late Doug Waldron appeared in the April 14 issue of the Lincoln Journal.  Doug and I were allies a few years ago in opposition to school consolidation in Lincoln County. His daughter was a student of mine at Duval High School.

Dear Editor

Julian Martin, a well-respected Lincoln County resident, stated that
all people who support Mountain Top Removal were just doing what their boss was telling them to do, and that they were for sale to the highest 
bidder.
  
Now let me set the record straight, sir, and explain, the cold hard 
facts of West Virginian life.
    
First, we have loyalty and pride, being employed by coal and coal
support companies, but no one tells us what to say. We are much more 
professional than the members of the environmental organizations operating in WV.
    
Years ago, we were going off to basic training at Fort Knox, while
others were going to Canada and Africa to avoid the draft.  After being in the service, we came home to work on our fathers' farms, raising corn and
tobacco, while others were raising marijuana.  Upon finding a job and
working hard, we received a pay check while others received a welfare
check.
    
We worked hard day after day because we were taught that the world
owed us nothing.  While others protested, demanding society freely give them everything, at no charge.  We were called hicks and hillbillies-they 
were called hippies and flower children.
    
Thirty years later, these social lines are still drawn.  All people
have the right to their own views and opinions, but likewise all people have
the right to work, prosper and support their families. And yes, we take the responsibility very seriously. But, on the other hand, a small minority of people do not have the legal or moral right to direct the majority of the people and their actions.
    
I believe we have a breakdown of communication between these two
groups. I believe all those who feel the same as Mr. Martin should visit a 
present day surface mining operation. And, likewise, I believe every coal miner support employee and anyone connected to the coal mining industry should Immediately join and be a voting member of the WV Highlands Conservancy, the High Seria[sic] Club, or any other environmental organizations operating within the state. These organizations are of non-profit status, and open membership is guaranteed by state and federal laws.
    
Let's all get involved, let the voice of the majority rule, no
justice, no peace.  Our great state of West Virginia belongs to us, the people, 
not out of state environmental extremists.  We can and will make a difference.
    



Doug Waldron, 

Employee of  Walker Machinery Co., Lincoln County Commissioner, and a true, W.Va. Hillbilly.
The following letter appeared in the Lincoln Journal the week after Doug Waldron's letter.
Dear Editor
    
Doug Waldron, who works for a company in the earth moving business is understandably in favor of mountain top removal.  However, his letter of 4/14 is disturbing, and disturbing for reasons that have nothing to do
with mountain top removal.  There are strong arguments on both sides of
this divisive issue, some of them supported by facts.  Mr. Waldron
addresses none of them.  Instead, he belittles those who don't see 
things his way: he describes those on his side as hardworking, patriotic,
responsible citizens; those opposing his view are lazy, unpatriotic,
drug-using parasites.  We are all tempted to demonize those who don't
agree with us, but name-calling is no argument at all.  Perhaps Mr. 
Waldron's intention is chiefly to increase one side's hatred of the 
other.
  
It is destructive enough when we do that as private citizens.To do 
it as an elected official is especially disturbing. One can be passionatewithout being unfair and illogical.
    





Don Churchill, Sweetland, W. Va.
My Response

The Lincoln Journal, May 1999

In a letter to the editor on April 12, Doug Waldron put words in my
mouth and then attacked his own invention.  In an article of March 13, 
1999, I wrote "The people who most consistently represent the coal company view are PR people who would spout whatever line the boss pays them to spout...they believe in nothing and their talents go to the highest bidder."   Waldron rephrased this to say, "... all people who support mountaintop removal mining were just doing what the boss was telling them to do and that they were for sale to the highest bidder." The public relations people the coal companies hire say what they are paid to say. Coal-miners say what they feel and believe. Come the next strike and those public relations people will be paid to denounce the miners as extremists.
    
I have never questioned the sincerity of the working people who mine
coal in West Virginia. I do question the sincerity of the owners and
managers of the coal mines.  They would fire every miner in a New York
minute if they could find a machine to replace them.
    
In the same letter Doug Waldron refers to "out-of-state extremists".
My family has been in this state since the early 1800s when Isaac 
Barker settled at White Oak Creek on Big Coal River.  My father lost an eye in the mines, my grandfather fought at Blair Mountain. My Uncles, 
brother-in-law, son, friends and former students have been miners.  I am not from out-of-state and being for the mountains as they are seems far less
extreme than destroying the mountains.  Absentee owned coal companies like Arch Coal of St. Louis and Massey of Virginia are the "out-of-state 
extremists."
    
Those destroyed mountains will provide no jobs in the future.  On the
300,000 acres that have been strip-mined in West Virginia, 180 million
board feet of hardwood lumber could have been cut every year, forever.
Hardwoods don't grow on so-called "reclaimed" strip-mine sites, the ground is as hard as concrete. 

Creation Science
The Charleston Gazette, March 2, 1997


At Duval High School in Lincoln County, I teach Chemistry and physics. Next year we may not be offering genetics at Duval unless creationism, as a science, is given equal status with evolution.


Jeff Harper lives across Sam’s Branch Creek from me. Jeff is the man who objected to evolution being taught in the genetics class. Jeff is a former student of mine and a friend. He is a wonderful father and neighbor and works hard at two jobs. He keeps National Guard planes flying and helps keep he family farm going. We fought side by side against one-school consolidation. So you can see the problem is not simple.


I think Jeff is wrong, but I know he is sincere in his beliefs and I know that he stands up for what he believes. I would much rather have him on my side than on the other side.


My guess is that in Lincoln County an overwhelming majority agrees with Jeff. Members of the board of education are very aware of this. The night the board voted not to approve the evolution-tainted syllabus for genetics, a crowd of angry parents was on hand. This board of education, elected as opposed to consolidations, was busy consolidating some grade schools. The members didn’t need anymore trouble that night in front of those already stirred-up citizens.


The creationists claim that evolution is “just a theory.” There is confusion as to what the word theory means. To scientists, a theory comes about after a hypothesis has been tested over and over by many different scientists and it appears the evidence points in a certain direction. A theory is the result of lots of data collection and evaluation; it is not just someone’s casual opinion.


It would be more accurate to say something is “just an hypothesis.” A scientific hypothesis is an idea that can be tested by experiment. Science deals with ideas that can be tested in the physical world. If it can’t be tested by experiment, it is not science.


Is creationism scientific? Can it be tested in the physical world? Can we use our senses or instruments to bring information to our senses to test the hypothesis? This is the issue. If the answer is yes, then creationism can be taught as a science. If the answer is no, then it could be included in a course that studies religion.


I don’t think creationism can be tested. To test it you would have to interview God and have the interview repeated many times by many different people. Maybe that is prayer. But I can’t check your prayer to see if God really spoke to you.


Evolution gets tested every summer. Farmers, using insecticides, breed resistant strains of bugs that by the end of the summer are laying eggs in the insecticide bags. Overuse of antibiotics has bred varieties of bacteria that are immune to the medicine.


Certain mutations, caused among other things by radiation, survive and their offspring are resistant and multiply. Creationists object to random mutations. They prefer God as directly causing the mutations. Why would God cause mutations that kill innocent people? If God is causing the mutations, God is not on our side.


When someone claims to have proven a hypothesis by experiment, other scientists jump all over it like a chicken on a June bug. Not too many years ago, two scientists in Utah claimed to have produced nuclear fusion at room temperature. Fusion is what causes the sun and all the stars to be so hot—if you believe scientists.


Other scientists were skeptical of this “cold fusion.” Science’s greatest virtue is skepticism. Skepticism is insurance against fraud. The skeptics tried to repeat the results. No one could get cold fusion to happen. The hypothesis that fusion could happen on a lab table in test tubes was tested and found wanting. Cold fusion never became a scientific theory because it could not be proven over and over by independent experiment. Science works only when evidence meets honesty.


The creationists whom I have heard speak seem to think that scientists are a bunch of dishonest people who make things up to fit the model they have for the universe. One even doubted that uranium decays into other elements. Proof that there are liquid regions beneath the surface of the earth was rejected because you can’t go there and observe—which is strange, since they base their beliefs on things unseen.


Officials at the Institute for Creation Research are sure that the space program and the search for extra-terrestrial life are government plots to “indirectly promote the rejection of Genesis as the true account of origins.” They count Orthodox Jews and fundamentalist Muslims as their only fellow travelers among the denominations and religions of the world. They come within a cat’s hair of calling the Pope a communist. Somehow, globalism creeps into their disgust for evolution, and they don’t fail to mention the Trilateral Commission.



Creationists aren’t looking for answers. They already know the answer, and the facts must fit that answer. Science doesn’t know the answer. Science examines the evidence and follows where it leads. If the evidence shows that God causes the mutations, then the scientist says so. Contrary to creationist paranoia, scientists are not a bunch of heathen atheists out to prove that God doesn’t exist. If you believe that god exists, you believe it on faith and that’s religion, not science.


Some people believe that evangelist Ernest Angley can heal by bumping the afflicted on the head and shouting, “heal!” The hypothesis that he can heal is a scientific hypothesis. It can be tested. Simply take him a person with an arm that has been cut off and ask him to put the arm back on.


Evangelist Jimmy Swaggart claimed that he healed his Studebaker many years ago on the way to a tent meeting. He simply rubbed anointing oil

on the hood ornament and commanded the stalled car to heal, he said, and it ran just fine. This hypothesis, too, could be tested.


In 1600, a Catholic priest named Gordano Bruno was burned at the stake by the creationists of his day for saying that the earth wasn’t the center of the universe. Galileo was more fortunate. Because of his popularity with the people, he was merely threatened with torture and put under house arrest for the last eight years of his life.


Galileo had the gall to trust what he observed more than what the creationist leaders said he had to believe. Through his telescope he saw craters and mountains on the moon and four satellites going around Jupiter. From his observations he concluded that the earth went around the sun. Church leaders told him he couldn’t have seen these things because the earth is the center of God’s creation. The earth was the only place that could have moons. I am happy to report that the Pope cleared Galileo less than 10 years ago.


Creationism is an all out attack on the scientific method. The motto of science is “question authority.” The motto of creationists is “we are the authority.”


The proven theory of evolution isn’t the only theory that would have to be trashed under a new world order of creationism. The theory of relativity would have to be burned with Darwin’s books. Relativity depends on the postulate that the speed of light is the maximum speed throughout the universe. Many stars are millions of light years away. If the universe is only 6,000 years old, as the creationists claim, those stars can’t be more than 6,000 light years away. The Ice Age could not have occurred 10,000 years ago because there was no earth then.


If religion is brought into the schools, which religion will it be? Which creation story will be taught? To be fair, do we teach them all or just the Christian version? I have read that there are Hindus who believe that the world was created in a cosmic butter churn, and another religion believes that God created the world out of ant dung, and another claims that the world sits on top of a giant turtle. And what about Voodoo? Do reading chicken entrails get equal time? And of course there are those pesky snake handlers. 


Who would be the creationist commissar for education—Jerry Falwell? The Pope? I lean toward the Pope. He declared last year that evolution is no longer just a hypothesis.


Can you imagine the power struggles that would go on between the multitude of denominations and religions? The founding fathers saw this one coming. Does God need all this coercion? Does God have to be defended against science and evolution? Many compromises will have to be made to accommodate every religion in the diverse country. Maybe the best compromise is to keep the separation of church and state.


If creationism is made part of the curriculum, as “creation science,” let’s be honest and call it divine revelation. Every test question could be answered with, “That’s the way God made it.” We wouldn’t have to do all those experiments in science class. But maybe God is revealed in the results of those experiments, maybe not. How would you test that hypothesis?

Drug Dogs
The Lincoln Journal

Dear Editor,


It is important that students feel safe and secure at their schools. Students need to feel that the teachers and administrators in charge of the schools are capable of solving the problems they encounter without calling in uniformed police with dogs. When the police and their dogs come into a school on a surprise raid, every student in the school becomes a suspect and the teachers and administration lose control over the school.


Principals have the right to search any locker in the school if they suspect drugs are present. That’s enough police power in the schools. We don’t need armed, uniformed strangers with mean dogs sniffing out every student in the school to contain the drug problem.


Police and their dogs in the schools is an over reaction and would disrupt the educational process beyond repair. The police might want to spend more of their energy catching the vote-buying politicians who destroy democracy every election day. It wouldn’t be surprising to find that these same corrupt politicians are also involved in the drug trade—they destroy democracy, why not sell drugs.

Crown Yourself

I despair at the commercialism that causes ball parks and bowl games 
to be named for whatever company puts up the money.  Poor Watt Powell.* It’s getting as bad as public radio and television having “corporate sponsors”, some a little short of criminal in their own operations and/or tearing the environment limb from limb.
    
In the spirit of incorporating everything once holy in America I offer 
the following possibilities:  Counties and towns in West Virginia could 
seek “corporate sponsors” and endure such name changes as, Amazon.com 
Cabell County, Toyota Putnam County, Arch Coal Logan County, and Wampler 
Moorefield. Mudsuck and Big Ugly will have a hard time finding a 
buyer. West Virginia could become The National Coal Association West 
Virginia. This could catch on.
    
Actually the corporate naming is just a continuation of the tradition 
of naming towns and counties after robber barons.  In the old days 
companies were often dominated by one aggressive and greedy capitalist. 
Thus towns got named Davis, Elkins, Huntington and Itmann (for I. T. 
Mann) and streets for Camden and Ruffner.  Towns like Junior were 
named for robber baron children. In the past we didn’t charge for the 
free advertising.
    
However, we must be careful-- the legislature might try to continue the tradition of giving the store away. In keeping with the super tax credits and the decision to pay NASCAR for giving them free advertisement on license plates the legislature will probably offer to pay the National Coal Association for the privilege of connecting their name to West Virginia.  After all “West Virginia is Coal” you know.  
          West Virginia used to be mountains but that was before mountain top 
removal strip-mining. The slogan will eventually slither down to “West 
Virginia used to be Coal” or “West Virginia Used to be Coal and 
Mountains.” The state seal could evolve showing the mountains 
gradually disappearing with maybe a coal train heading out of state. 
Coal industry euphemism “Union Free” would replace the hilarious 
Mountani Semper Liberi as our state slogan.
    
A commentary on names and slogans could not possibly omit Senator 
Robert C. Byrd. Once every road and college building is named for Byrd 
we should also consider naming every possible street, school and 
mountain removed of top after him just for the fun of watching people 
from Ohio get confused.  Byrd fills an important gap made vacant by A 
James Manchin’s inability to hire people who could make money in a 
booming stock market.
    
Heathen, communistic, atheistic Cuba, often referred to as Castro’s 
Cuba, has a law against anything being named after a living person.  
The bust of Arch Moore in the Cultural center and the streets and 
institutions named for him point up the wisdom of the Cuban policy.  
We can be sure politicians will not be convicted of any crimes after 
they are dead. So we should wait. I feel cheapness oozing every time 
I walk by the plaque honoring Gaston Caperton at Tamarack. The profile 
of Caperton looks so very much like Byrd’s profile--watch out Gaston he 
wants it all!
    
To become even more of a legend, Robert C. Byrd could insist that 
everything named for him be changed to honor some real heroes.  My 
first nomination would be Tom Bennett. Tom was a conscientious 
objector to war, served in Vietnam as a medic and died winning the 
Congressional Medal of Honor.
    
Another nominee who comes to mind is noted historian Carter G. 
Woodson.  Woodson’s memory suffered the ignominy of being erased from 
the grade school named for him in St. Albans when schools were 
integrated.  The newly integrated Weimer grade school was named for a 
St. Albans lumber baron.
    
Parade Magazine, with Byrd’s serious countenance on the cover, would tell of his unselfish act of honoring real West Virginia heroes.
    
Send your nominations to Senator Robert C. Byrd, United States 
Senate, Washington, D.C. and don’t hold your breath.

*The name of an old baseball park named for a man who organized the first baseball teams in the Kanawha Valley.

Board of Education Bottoms Out, Again

The Charleston Daily Mail, April 23, 1998

Just about the time I think the Lincoln County Board of Education has bottomed out, it swims deeper. Now it is co-sponsoring an essay contest that offers fifty-dollar savings bonds to students who write essays in favor of the proposed regional transpark. Students who want to write an essay in opposition are out of luck.



The constitutional guarantee of free speech and equal protection of the law eludes the board of education and the co-sponsors, the Lincoln County Commission and the Lincoln Economic Development Authority. These people are shameless in their exploitation of school children to promote their political agenda. They think they are still back in the USSR. I have often thought that the USSR was just a bunch of Lincoln counties back-to-back. 


Concerned citizens from Lincoln County and throughout the state are pledging money to offer the same opportunity to students who want to write essays in opposition to the airport. At this point we can offer fifty-dollar savings bonds to the best thirteen essays. Awards will be given to the best grade school essays, junior high school essays and high school essays.


We would prefer that the Lincoln County Board of Education see the error of its ways and not exploit school children for its political agenda.

Unemployment Equals Inferior Schools

The Charleston Daily Mail, February 26, 2000.

     


It is out of the clear blue that you attribute the unemployment rate to "inferior schools" in your February 25 editorial about Lincoln County Schools.  If the schools are inferior it is because of the high unemployment rate.  "Superior" schools seem to develop where wages and employment rates are high.  I doubt there is evidence showing areas of low employment that increased employment by creating a superior school system. In fact it is rare for a quality school system to develop in an area that has low wages and employment rates. Consistently low income areas have poor schools.  Generally children from low income families score low on tests.
     
The community support that a school like George Washington High School has is possible because the area it serves has a relatively high employment rate at good wages.  Parents at affluent schools have the money which gives them clout to demand the best for their children.  Where they can't get what is best from the system they contribute time and money to their schools to make them "superior".
                                                        *******

There is the charge to deal with that says, “You are against Mountain top removal strip-mining so how do you expect to get any good paying jobs in Lincoln County."  Coal mining of any type is done with fewer and fewer people each year.  Coal mining jobs have dropped over one hundred thousand since the 1960's, down to less than sixteen thousand today.  Not one per cent of those job losses were because of environmental regulations.  Large machines replaced those one hundred thousand miners and will continue to replace them.  Those large machines are producing more coal than the one hundred thousand miners. 
     
When it comes to the environmental effect of mining on its neighbors the coal executives have already said, "No neighbors are the best neighbors.” Witness the extermination of Blair, West Virginia.  By their actions they are also saying, "No miners are the best miners."  These coal companies will replace as many people with machines as they possible can. The late Ned Chilton said that someday the mines would be operated by a few people at computer stations.  When profit is the only motive there is little room for people.
     
Mining jobs are not going to be the answer no matter what becomes of mountain top removal strip-mining.  I don't pretend to know what the answer is but I think it will require a major change in our economic system.  If you notice the unemployment rate never goes much below five per cent.  When it does interest rates are raised by the Federal Reserve Board to "slow the economy down", to "keep the economy from overheating".  These are code words for "too many people have jobs."  
     
Low unemployment means a higher demand for workers.  Workers can get higher wages when the demand is high and the supply is low.  Workers would get some of the money that stockholders were getting.  If stockholders can't pressure the Federal Reserve Board into raising interest rates they make their executives raise prices.  Inflation occurs because those stockholders don't want a cut in pay. They either want the workers to take that cut or they want prices to go up.  
     
We have an economic system that says a five percent unemployment rate is necessary and acceptable.  Between five to ten million people out of work is acceptable.  Forty million people with no health care is acceptable. 


*******

Your editorial is cynical about the people of Lincoln County.  You see it all in terms of efficiency and money the rest of the state pays to help this poor county.  You accuse the people of Lincoln County of not caring about their school system because it isn't their money.  You say that they refuse to put education ahead of politics. The people of Lincoln County don't want their schools turned into large, impersonal, crime filled semi-prisons.  They want their children in a school close to home. They want the schools close enough for their children to participate in extra-curricular activities, close enough for the parents to participate in the life of the school, close enough to avoid long bus rides. The people of Lincoln County really care about their children and they want them close to home so they can feel better about their safety and security.  People everywhere have a right to expect that their schools be on a humane scale.


Hernshaw Mob

September, 2000

     


Kanawha County Prosecutor, Bill Forbes, has given the green light to 
the likes of  bigots, racists and nazis to beat up just about anyone 
they disagree with as long as the other feller is kind of out of sync 
with the political and industrial powers. He decided, without informing 
the victims, to drop charges against the mob that assaulted people 
reenacting the United Mine Workers march on Blair Mountain.
    
About one year ago a mob drove from Logan County to Hernshaw in 
Kanawha County and assaulted citizens including the Secretary of State 
of West Virginia and a state administrative judge. They were doing 
nothing more than carrying signs down the road in honor of the march 
our grandfathers made on Blair Mountain.              
    
When the state police arrived they would not let the marchers proceed 
until they did what the mob demanded--take off all United Mine Worker 
t-shirts. To continue the march, a retired coal miner and descendents 
of the original marchers, some of them women, had to change clothes on 
the side of the road.
    
The state police took no names, made no arrests, charged no one with 
anything!  Some twenty names of attackers were given to Forbes by the 
victims.  Forbes took only four names to the grand jury and only charged 
them with misdemeanors instead of felony civil rights violations. Now he is dropping even the misdemeanor charges.
    
Coal company executives have eliminated over ten thousand mining jobs in the past decade. Miners have great reason to be angry with people 
who have replaced them with machines.  How do you suppose the state 
police and Bill Forbes would have reacted if that mob attacked coal 
company executives? My guess is they would have been on the mob 
quicker than a chicken after a June bug. Nobody is going to get by with 
beating up the president of Arch Coal. But they can get by with beating 
up the Secretary of State of West Virginia.
      
There is a similarity between the justice of Bill Forbes and what I 
received in Lincoln County twenty years ago.  Lloyd Jackson, now a 
state senator, was the very effective lawyer for a man who assaulted me 
after a board of education meeting.  The attacker was active in Lincoln 
County politics and was treasurer of the Democratic Committee. Despite 
eight eye-witnesses to the attack, Jackson was able to convince the 
jury that I was hit, as he put it, “For the glory of Lincoln County.”  
The sister in law of the county democratic chairman was on the jury.  
The man Jackson so enthusiastically defended is now in prison for 
murder.
    
Now comes Senator Truman Chafin defending a group that includes two elected officials of Logan County and a Logan County school bus driver. It is ironic that the scabs who fought against the original march on 
Blair Mountain were from Logan County and were led by another Chafin, 
Don, the sheriff.
    
In my case and in this case it appears that if you have political 
connections you may assault people.   If Forbes gets his way it extends 
that a mob may attack you if they don’t like your religion, race, or 
political opinion. A mob took the law into their own hands that 
infamous day in Hernshaw and Bill Forbes is trying to let them get by 
with it.  If the law offers anyone protection from violent mob action 
then this case better go to trial, and on felony charges. Otherwise 
everyone’s freedom of speech and public assembly are in danger.        
    When a mob is allowed to assault one group, neither individual nor group is safe.

The march referred to here was on the anniversary of the1921 miners’ march on non-union mines and the ensuing battle of Blair Mountain. The union mines were forced by the union to pay their workers by the actual weight of the coal that they shoveled onto the coal buggies. A union representative was present to make sure the scales were read correctly. In counties farther south the non-union mines paid their workers by how many buggies they filled. The bosses made sure the coal was heaped up as high as possible and even put wooden extensions called cribs on the sides of the buggies to allow more coal to be piled in. Thus the coal from the non-union mines was produced and sold at a cheaper rate than the union mines. The non-union mines’ cheaper coal had the potential of putting the union mines out of business. 

Five to ten thousand miners gathered at Marmet in Kanawha County to march on the non-union mines and equalize the cost of coal. My grandfather told me that, “When they killed Sid Hatfield that was the last straw.” Sid Hatfield was the police chief of Matewan in Mingo County who led miners in a gun battle that the coal companies have succeeded in labeling a massacre. Baldwin-Felts detectives, who had been expelling striking miners from their company- owned homes, were ambushed at the Matewan train station. The detective agency got even a short time later when they murdered Sid Hatfield on the McDowell County court house steps.

 
It was at my grandparent’s dinner table that I first learned of Sid Hatfield, the miner’s march and the Battle of Blair Mountain. My elementary and high school textbooks and teachers never mentioned it. 

Act of God or Satan?
The Charleston Daily Mail, January 12, 2000


Pittston Coal claimed the 1972 Buffalo Creek* murder of 125 people was an “act of God”.  A.T. Massey Coal Company says the same thing about 
the Martin County, Kentucky, sludge “release”.** It seems that someone 
in the coal industry would be embarrassed by their seemingly endless 
supply of tacky euphemisms. This one is a work of ignorance. “Release” 
sounds intentional while spill would sound more like an accident.
    
No doubt God was with the coal company as it decided to build a 
mammoth pond for sludge right above underground mines. God must have 
been grateful for his helpmates who provided the right stuff in the 
right spot. All that was left for God was to make sure the gravity 
valve was wide open. How it must have pleased the creator to watch 
this joint venture of coal and heaven shoot a jet of sludge out the 
side of a mountain, knocking down trees on the other side of the 
hollow.
    
All manner of wild and domesticated life created with considerable 
care by the Lord was snuffed out as the black sludge oozed out of the 
banks of Kentucky and West Virginia streams and poured finally into the 
mighty Ohio.
    
Unlike Virginia Beach, we had no Pat Robertson prayer to deflect the 
disasters onto some other state of a lesser god.  Anyway, we have no 
business praying against an “act of God”.

Our previous god slew and tormented multitudes of enemies.   Poor 
choices of inferior and false gods will often bring such punishment. It 
is almost as bad as being with the losing Democrat faction in a West 
Virginia primary election.
    
Now comes the coal companies with a new god. Love for the new god is announced on bumper stickers throughout the land.  It is apparent that 
the coal god is far superior to any other. The coal god has slain hundreds of thousands. Counting the lesser organisms, billions have been killed by this new, angry and powerful deity. But it is silly to this coal god to suppose that hellbenders, snake doctors, and micro-organisms have any value. After all, people are more important than these and if we must kill everything else for money, then so be it. Anyway some of these creatures are slimy, ugly, and surely the work of the devil.
    
There were no doubt millions of deaths in the sludge spill, er, excuse 
me, “release.”  Of course the god of coal only recognizes human deaths, with which it is so very familiar. Even a Gazette editorial claimed there were no deaths in the sludge disaster.
    
Now let’s suppose that God didn’t kill those people at Buffalo Creek 
and was not floating happily downstream in the black sludge on the Big 
Sandy River.  Who else could be responsible for these disasters?  Not 
the killers of Monongah, Farmington, Holden 22 and Cesco Estep.  No, it 
couldn’t have been the coal companies and if it wasn’t God then who 
could it have been...could it have been... Satan?

*In 1972, huge coal sludge dams broke loose and killed 125 people on Buffalo Creek in Logan County, West Virginia.**In Martin County, Kentucky another huge coal sludge pond broke into old underground coal mines and shot out the side of the mountain dumping more sludge than the oil dumped by the Exxon Valdez tanker. Some yards were covered with eight feet of sludge.

I Was Sucker Punched

The Lincoln Journal, March 15, 2000

Several years ago, I was “sucker punched” after a Lincoln County Board of Education meeting. The man who threw the punch is now in prison for murder. Back then he was a big cog in the Democratic Party machine in Lincoln County. He was the director of transportation for the board of education. His brother-in-law was the superintendent of schools. Among other things my wife and I had complained at the board meeting that he got a two thousand dollar raise and teachers got nothing.

After the assault, a board member called the State Police. My wife and I told the State Policeman that we wanted to file a complaint against my attacker. When we got to the Hamlin State Police Headquarters, he kept delaying us about the filing of the complaint. We told him more than once we wanted to file a complaint. He shuffled papers and said, “In due time.”

Suddenly a pickup truck roared into the area in front of the door and two State Policemen with what looked like assault rifles jumped out of the truck.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said to my wife and headed for the door. The State Policeman we had been talking to ran from behind his desk grabbed me from behind and threw me into a chair. He held me with one hand and doubled up his fist in my already bloodied face. He turned to the policeman standing in the door with the assault rifle and said, “He won’t listen to anybody.” Up to that point, we had no confrontation with the policeman; we had discussed nothing that could lead him to believe I wouldn’t listen. We had gone to the State Police headquarters of our own free will to file a complaint of assault and battery.

Lucky for us, the two armed State Policemen needed help with a hostage-taking situation in another part of the county. The police had to leave and, as you can imagine, we got out of there, too. The policeman, who had just had his fist double up in my face, called to us to, “Come back tomorrow and file that complaint.” We looked at him in disbelief.

We talked to a lawyer in Hamlin about the situation. He told us the best thing we could do for the people of Lincoln County would be to get some publicity on the brutality of the State Police. “Every time I have a teenage client, who has been arrested by the State Police, either the teenager or an adult male relative has been beaten by the police.”

An investigation was conducted into police brutality in Lincoln County. The investigator was another State Policeman from northern West Virginia. The same State Policeman who assaulted me at the Hamlin headquarters drove him to our house. The cop, who had his fist in my face, sat in front of our house, with his cruiser motor running, while we were being interviewed inside our house. At one point, the investigating officer defended the actions of the State Policeman who assaulted me. I literally became speechless. When I recovered, I told him that he could depend on one thing. I would never call the State Police again. We were wasting our breath with this guy. The State Policeman, who assaulted me, was not punished as result of the “impartial, in-house investigation.”

Except for certain politicians, local citizens have no control over the State Police. Local citizens do have some control over the sheriff and his deputies. The sheriff is elected and if he or she or the deputies get too rough on too many people the voters can throw them out of office. Sometimes it just takes an informal complaint to the sheriff to reign in an abusive deputy. There is no such threat controlling the State Police. When they get out of line and someone protests, they investigate themselves.

The State Police officials are opposed to a civilian review board. If the recent brutality by State Policemen in McDowell County had not been recorded in a 911 call, there is little doubt, based on my experience, that the in-house investigation would have whitewashed the whole thing.

The State Police are working for the people. The people should have some way to control any abusive behavior. Everyone would benefit from a civilian review board. A few renegades would not taint the “good cops”. The renegades would have to answer to the people not their fellow employees. It may be just human nature for fellow policemen to want to take it easy on their comrades in arms. Reviews of complaints should always be done by independent agencies. Very few people trust an in-house investigation.

Foregone Conclusions as Science

The Charleston Daily Mail, June 21, 2000


I worked for West Virginia University long enough to find out that 
institutions of higher learning are mired in the same political muck 
that sucks at the feet of the rest of the state.  Arch Coal has a board 
member at Marshall University and Buck Harless* has them wrapped around his little finger with his big pocketbook. Still, my idealism caused 
me to hope for research at Marshall to be research and not something 
commissioned from the coal industry with the result determined by the 
coal industry.
    
This was actually said by Calvin Kent, Dean of Marshall University’s 
Business College: “The purpose of this study was to lay to rest some 
myths.”  Now that is objective scholarship! Dean Kent already knew 
what the outcome of his study would be. He already knew that it would 
lay to rest some myths and by golly it did. What a surprise, he found 
the answer he was told to find. The coal industry commissioned this 
narrowly defined study. You might object that it was the legislature 
that told Marshall to do the study. Do you really think the legislature acted as anything more than a conduit to launder ideas for the coal industry?
    
Besides already knowing the answer, the so-called objective 
researchers at Marshall were pitiful in constructing straw men that 
could be blown over by less wind than we’ve had during some of these 
high pressure inversions. Dr. Kent produced this academic gem: “Those 
myths include the idea that coal is no longer important to the West 
Virginia economy.” No one with a grip on reality ever said coal isn’t 
important to the West Virginia economy.  It is easy work for a “great” 
University to knock over myths, especially ones that don’t exist.
    
Can you imagine the outcry from the coal industry if Marshall 
University produced a “study” that laid to rest the myth that the coal 
industry has been good for West Virginia? Imagine Dr. Kent telling the 
legislature that “The purpose of this study was to lay to rest the 
myth that removing the tops of the mountains and filling the valleys is 
good for West Virginia”.
    
If I had the clout the coal industry money has, Marshall would do a 
study, involving all the social sciences, that looks into the future 
and asks the question, “Will West Virginia be better off in one hundred 
years if mountain top removal and valley fills are allowed to 
continue?”  I suspect the study will show that my late friend Eddie 
Gillenwater** was right when he said, "Prosperity isn't worth the price 
you have to pay."

*Buck Harless is a timber and coal operator who has cut down trees in the Appalachian Mountains and the Brazilian rain forest.

**Eddie Gillenwater’s story can be found elsewhere in these letters.

A Woman Runs for Governor on Third Party Ticket

The Charleston Gazette, October 16, 2000
          Shudders follow the thought of another four years of the coal company controlled Cecil Underwood as Governor.  It is embarrassing and disgusting to admit to friends in other states that all of the top officials of the department that is supposed to protect the environment come from the coal industry. Underwood and his advisors are so stupid or arrogant that they can’t figure out the trick; appoint people who will do your bidding and who have no direct connection to the coal industry. This is not a large pool of people but there are some who will sell their soul to devil coal, bureaucratic advancement and a very good salary. The concept “you must be sly to get by” is surely covered in public relations 101. 

          The Democrat alternatives to Republicans like Underwood usually 
understand the concept of “sly to get by.”  It appears that if Bob Wise is elected he will appoint David Callaghan as head of the Department of Environmental Protection. Callaghan presided over massive destruction of West Virginia Mountains when he was protecting the environment under Democrat governors.  Callaghan is nothing if not sly. He knows how to play the game of brushing some crumbs off the table for people concerned about the environment while letting our mountains be decapitated and dumped in our valleys. There is an annual award with his name on it given to coal companies which do “good” strip-mine reclamation; one of the most oxymoronic phrases ever devised. It ranks with Bob Wise’s “responsible mountain top removal”. Callaghan is so good at the game, or he was overcome by a dose of candor, that he said out loud on National Public Radio that West Virginia would be better off if there were no coal here.

          If Bob Wise loses, it will be because of Democrats like Bob Kiss and 
Earl Ray Tomblin. Kiss, speaker of the West Virginia House of Delegates, refuses to endorse Wise. Tomblin, West Virginia Senate President, did so very late in the campaign. Kiss and Tomblin enjoy having a weak Governor who agrees with them on most issues.  Underwood is the Democratic Party machine’s governor.  Charlotte Pritt* was betrayed by that machine and Republican Underwood was elected. As George Wallace might have said; there ain’t a dime’s worth of difference between Kiss, Tomblin and Underwood. Why should Kiss and Tomblin support a guy who will get in their way of being de facto co-governors and their future ambitions for the real thing?
              Notice the similarity between the two factions of the Rich People’s 
Party. Republican Cecil Underwood brags that he has continued the policies of his millionaire Democratic Party predecessor Gaston Caperton, while Democrat Bob Wise says he agrees with Underwood on eighty-five per cent of the issues.  Eighty five percent agreement with Underwood is enough to qualify as a Republican. According to PERC, People’s Election Reform Coalition, Coal industry contributions support both Wise and Underwood campaigns...Not a dimes worth of difference.

          We are led to believe that there will never be a “good” time to vote 
for a third party candidate. There will always be the excuse that the 
Democrats are the best we have, no matter how much they suck up to the 
coal companies.  I am sick of the two parties led by men who seem to 
believe in nothing except greed and power, and who hate our mountains. 

I will vote for Denise Giardina and the Mountain Party.
*In 1996, Charlotte Pritt ran as a Democrat for governor and lost narrowly. She was the first woman to be nominated for governor of West Virginia by either of the two major political parties


Diatribe Against Denise Giardina
The Charleston Gazette    
In Democratic Party co-chairmen, Pat Maroney and Steve White’s 
strident, shrill, diatribe in the Gazette against Denise Giardina, 
(especially vicious in that they were attacking a person who got only 
2% of the vote against Bob Wise) they gave away their master’s voice 
by using the coal company euphemism for mountain top removal. They of 
course called it mountain top mining. That’s how you tell a commentator’s bias. Those who want to save the mountains of West Virginia call it what it’s always been called, mountain top removal. 

When the word went out to change to a smoother sounding name those who follow the coal company party line dutifully shifted to mountain top mining. Governor Bob Wise calls it mountain top mining.
    
When politicians change even the way they speak it is the nadir of 
sycophantic groveling and reveals the coal companies’ total control.  
Next we may see the people’s representatives chasing hub caps down the 
street. They join in the coal company propaganda efforts, warned of by 
George Orwell. Instead of saying “I love big brother”, they repeat, “I 
love coal”.   Expect West Virginia’s new slogan to descend from “Almost 
Heaven” to “Coal is Big Brother”.*
    
Maroney and White claim that Bob Wise was endorsed by the 
“environmental community”.  To refer to people who love the mountains, 
the streams and clean air and water as if they are a separate “community” living in some segregated part of town is an attempt to show us as a minority of the state’s population. My estimate is that eighty per cent of our citizens are in the “environmental community”. 

To imply that environmental organizations endorsed Bob Wise is a lie.  By law, none of the non-profit West Virginia environmental organizations are allowed to endorse candidates. Neither did they endorse Underwood.  For individuals it was indeed a choice of the least of two evils. Rewarding Art Kirkendoll, of the infamous Hernshaw ambush, and his son with state jobs must have been Bob Wise’s way of saying thank you to the so-called “environmental community”.  For Wise to pretend that he 
believes there was no violence at Hernshaw and that Kirkendoll was an 
innocent observer, who traveled sixty miles just to watch people being 
“peacefully” kicked and knocked down, was shabby indeed.
    
Bob Wise once was passionate in going after the coal companies and 
other large land owners for not paying their fair share of taxes. It is 
how he won his first election.  That was when he might have cared for 
the mountains. It was before he acquired the ability to look at clear 
water leaving a strip-mine pond, and declare it as good as or better 
than before. It was a miracle he performed, for contaminated water is 
often clear and pure looking. It was also miraculous that he knew the 
quality of the water before the strip-mine made it “better”. Was he 
abducted by aliens who planted a special chip in his brain that could 
analyze water on sight and determine its previous quality?
    
Wise need not worry about making a living after governing. He can work as a water analyst extraordinaire. He will need no lab, no expensive 
equipment, just a casual glance and his x-ray vision will do the job. At last we have superman for governor.

  There was a revealing picture in the Gazette of Bob Wise dedicating 
a statue of an underground coal miner with a flunky of the Coal 
Association standing right behind the Governor. The flunky’s presence 
reminds us who controls things. The statue of an underground miner 
represents a job the coal association is rapidly eliminating. Perhaps 
the statue should be in memory of the lost jobs, the uprooted families 
and  the ghost towns as underground miners are cast aside and replaced 
by increasingly larger and numerous mountain top removing machines.  To 
the coal companies the statue represents a defeated foe.  It was obscene to have the coal association pretending they give a damn about coal miners, past or present. It was like having the cavalry’s public relations hack present at Wounded Knee for the dedication of a monument to murdered Sioux.  Coal miners, more than anyone else, are what the coal operators want fewer of.
    
In spite of the coal association’s obscene attempt at identifying with 
deep miners, I will always view the statue as honoring men like my dad, 
“Pepper” Martin. He lost an eye in the mines and told me of shoveling 
coal, on his knees, in a foot of water.
    
Over the years the coal companies have done everything in their power to persecute miners by fighting against black lung benefits, resisting 
mine safety laws, waging war on union miners, killing union organizers, 
hiring scabs, refusing to pay their fair share of taxes and yet their 
boy was there, right behind Governor Bob Wise. Ah Bobby, say it ain’t 
so.    

*Eventually Governor Manchin changed the slogan greeting visitors entering West Virginia to “Open For Business.” An uproar caused him to back off and replace it with “West Virginia, Wild and Wonderful” which was another public relations invention from several years back. Most West Virginians have always thought of our state as The Mountain State.

Appoint School Board?

The Charleston Gazette April 15, 2000


For a long time I thought it was a good idea to have members of the 
state board of education appointed by the Governor. It seems fair that 
the positions are staggered so that no one governor could stack the 
board.  Appointed for long terms the board would be independent of 
political pressure, I thought.  

Then it occurred to me that all of the board members are political appointees.  Most often the appointees have very strong ties with partisan politics.  Just to name a few: Gary White, the right hand man of multi-millionaire and Underwood contributor, Buck Harless; James MacCallum of Madison a political ally of Lloyd Jackson; Cleo Mathews, chairwoman of the Democratic Party in Raleigh County. The list goes on.
    
All of the appointees owe their appointments to political friends and 
aren’t likely to disappoint them. Given West Virginia politics it is a real possibility that the appointees are conservative and pro big business. Under the present system there is little chance that a populist would be appointed to the board.  There is no chance that anyone strongly opposed to forced consolidation of schools would ever meet the standard for political appointment. Since most people in West Virginia are opposed to forced consolidation of schools it would be easy to elect members of that persuasion to the board.
    
If the board members are elected we might get a few people who are 
independent of machine politics.  It is hard to get elected in West 
Virginia without machine support but at least there is the possibility. 
 There is no possibility that an appointed board member will be free of 
the stamp of approval of some part of the political machines.
    
Howard O’Cull, in his Gazette article of April 3, expresses concern 
that the rabble will take over if the board members are elected. O’Cull figures that candidates would be “sponsored by big-business, labor, religious fundamentalists, left wing groups, right wing groups, anarchists or 
whomever.”  Sounds like just about all the people in West Virginia, 
except for bureaucrats, are represented in this list.  Is there a fear of the chaos of democracy here, a fear of the people taking over the government?  I don’t want the anti-evolution fundamentalists taking over the board but they have every right to try for representation.  

It would be better to have the people’s voice on the board than have 
everybody appointed with the approval of Buck Harless, Lloyd Jackson 
and the other republicrats. It sounds like O’Cull would have the 
aristocracy run things, perhaps technocrats of the bureaucracy. Now 
there are only two “sponsors” of board members; the Democratic Party bosses and the Republican Party bosses.

O’Cull again: “Appointed boards could make…unpopular but

necessary educational policy....Such as closing schools...”   Who decides that these “unpopular” decisions are necessary? Obviously the people don’t 
decide or the decisions wouldn’t be unpopular to start with.  These 
unpopular decisions are made possible by a legislature so in bed with 
big business that they give them over one hundred million dollars a 
year in tax breaks rather than use that money for community schools.    
    
O’Cull falls for the same line the big business backed politicians in 
the state spout.  Their line is that we don’t have enough money to keep 
small schools open.  But we do have enough money to give over one 
hundred million a year in tax breaks to lure big businesses when many 
would have located here anyway.  The tax breaks were meant to create 
jobs. Since getting super tax credits the coal companies have reduced 
employment by over 10,000 jobs. Small, local businesses reduce 
employment in Wal-Mart’s wake. Wal-Mart gets tax breaks and the locally owned Charleston Department Store has to compete with them and pay part of Wal-Mart’s taxes. The tax breaks reduce jobs and we have poor 
schools, too.
    
The people of West Virginia are opposed to forced consolidations as is witnessed by O’Cull’s, “Can you imagine an elected state board dealing 
with school closures...” West Virginia parents don’t want their 
children to be bused long distances to large, cookie cutter designed, cold-hearted consolidated schools, where parent involvement is diluted, and student participation in after school activities is often ruled out for those without transportation. Closing schools is only "prudent", to use O'Cull's 
word, because we have given the store away to big business in the form 
of tax breaks.
    
Why does O’Cull find it bad for someone to get elected who clings, 
“...to an extremely popular single issue”?  Is that worse than clinging 
to the extremely unpopular single issue of forced consolidations?  What 
is wrong with someone representing, “...an extremely popular issue...”? 
Seems like that is who we want on the board, people who represent 
extremely popular issues!
    
O’Cull admonishes, “...the board must become more inclusive.”   A few paragraphs before he advocated excluding just about everybody.  No 
doubt he meant inclusion of the elite, certainly not the people.  The 
way to have inclusion is through elections and let the chips fall where 
they may.
    
Democracy and elections are messy but at least there is a chance for 
the people. With appointed board members we get the same old, same 
old--a dishonest state superintendent and secret meetings.  It appears 
that everything in the process is designed to keep the people off the 
board and in the dark.

During a state board meeting a couple of years ago citizens of Lincoln 
County were present in large numbers to protest forced consolidation.  
Superintendent Hank Marockie* spotted Senator Lloyd Jackson II in the 
crowd and unctuously invited him to sit with the board members.   
Jackson was the only one there who spoke in favor of forced 
consolidation.
    
Contrary to the headline that accompanied O'Cull's article the state 
board of education could not be any more political than it is now. It is Alexander Hamilton’s elite versus Thomas Jefferson’s trust in the people.

*Hank Marockie was the West Virginia Superintendent of Schools. He responded to my testimony by saying I had no credibility.  Dan Radmacher, editorial page editor of the Charleston Gazette and the winner of the 2001 National Education Writers Award for Opinion, wrote of Marockie’s credibility in the spring 2002 issue of The Masthead: 

“This man's rise and fall were both marked by smug arrogance”… “He believed he was entitled to all the perks of a CEO, too: country club memberships, company cars, inflated salary”…. [and] “$300 dinners with his wife, a bureaucrat in the school system”.... “He charged mileage … for hundreds of luncheon trips from the Capitol to restaurants a couple of miles away….and for driving home to his wife in Wheeling. Sometimes, he charged mileage when he was driving a state car”… [The state was charged for,] “Christmas candy for his secretaries; first-class upgrades on flights and flowers for the funeral of an employee's relative.”…. “The facts were clear enough -- though we never did get all the details of how Marockie spent nearly $100,000 of money from the nonprofit Education Alliance.

They Have Lost Their Minds

The Charleston Gazette, August 28, 2000
Environmental Quality Board (EQB), sounds like a group that would be partial to the environment. The quality part is in the eye of the beholder; after all, it doesn’t say what kind of quality, good or bad.


The EQB held a hearing the other evening on rules they had drawn up concerning keeping West Virginia rivers as clean as possible. It is called an anti-degradation policy. That seems clear; don’t degrade the streams. So it sounds like quality in the board’s name must mean good quality.


Twenty-five years ago the State was told by the Environmental Protection Agency to formulate a policy to prevent degradation of the streams. With the aid of a threatened lawsuit from the West Virginia Rivers Coalition, the EQB reluctantly decided they might as well go ahead and do something. One board member was even quoted as saying that they were only doing this to avoid the lawsuit. They do a version of their job when they are forced to. Sounds a lot like leaning on shovels at a state road repair job.


I arrived at the board meeting room very early so that I would get to speak early. You know, the old first come first served idea. Two friends signed in ahead of me. It appeared from the list that it might not be first come first served. There were eighteen names ahead of us but only six or so people in the room, certainly not 18. Maybe they went next door for a beer.


Every since the Gulf of Tonkin, Watergate, Iran-Contra, the removing of mountaintops and dealing with the Lincoln County board of education for twenty-two years, I assume hanky-panky. Numbers five through 16 were in the same handwriting. I thought, well, this is unfair but since the signatures are numbered, at least I will be the 21st speaker. When they called number 21 to speak I was going to ask them how twelve people above me could duplicate one another’s handwriting so well. Did they have the same grade school teacher?


Five of the signed-in speakers ahead of me were on the list twice. They signed in when they actually arrived. It appeared someone else signed in for them earlier. This is not good coordination, not a well-planned conspiracy. Maybe they signed in early, went down the street for that beer and under the influence forgot that they had already signed in and did it again when they came back. But how could they write just like all those other people? Doubt reared its ugly head. I was having the unpatriotic thought that someone was a crook.


I didn’t count the speakers but it started to become evident that a whole bunch of speakers representing Carbide, Dupont, Rhone-Poulenc, Walker Machinery and others who signed in after I did were speaking before me. Finally I went to the table where the board was seated and asked why my name hadn’t been called. I looked at the sign-in sheet they were working from and they were clear down in the 60s. I pointed to my name back at 21 and they told me I would get to speak.


I went back to my seat and waited and waited. Exasperated, I stood up and told my story out loud to the whole damn room. I was assured that I would get to speak real soon. I asked why they were not going by the numbered sign-in sheet. They told me that I would get to speak very soon. I asked again why they didn’t go by the sign-in sheet. They answered that I would get to speak real soon.


I asked again and finally they answered my question. One of the board members said it was because the list had too many industry speakers at the beginning and they were trying to mix in speakers from both sides. They were doing just the opposite. They had lost their minds.


I wondered later and wished I had said, “Why did you put numbers on the sign-in list if you are going to ignore the order in which the speakers signed up? And how did you know the industry speakers so well? There was no place on the list to identify industry representatives.”


The industry speakers all pretty much said the same thing, so one could have spoken for all and shortened my wait somewhat. Their general line was: “We will do business with whichever state will let us dump the most pollution in the water.” Speaker after speaker threatened to take their plants to Ohio where they claimed the regulations were weaker. I told the board that it was a good thing we didn’t border on Mexico.


Since the industry speakers got to jump the line, it was their testimony that dominated the story in the Gazette the next morning. The reporter had a deadline and couldn’t stay all night waiting for the rest of us to speak. You reckon that’s why they let all those industry people go first?


Be Not Like the Hypocrites

The Charleston Gazette, November 2, 2000

Some advice from Jesus for those who want prayer in classrooms, at high school football games and other public events: “And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen by men. Truly, I say to you they have their reward. But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your father who is in secret; and your father who sees in secret will reward you.”


Agents of God

The Charleston Daily Mail, January 6, 2001


If the 1972 Buffalo Creek* murder of 125 people and the Martin County sludge “release” (another coal company euphemism) were acts of God, then the coal companies must be agents of God, providing the stuff for God to act on. In Martin County* the prayers of Pat Robertson* would have deflected the sludge somewhere else. 

The Old Testament God slew thousands and brought epidemics of boils and bugs on the enemies of God’s chosen people. The slain worshipped an inferior god.


Now come a new chosen people of God, agents of God—coal companies. Their God is coal, as testified to by the stickers on bumpers that announce their love for the God.


The God of the people in the path of destruction wrought by the Coal God was the God of mountains, of nature, of all creation. It is apparent that the Coal God is far superior to the Mountain God. The later has slain no one. The Coal God has slain hundreds of thousands. 


In the Martin County disaster, they claim to have caused no deaths. There were no doubt millions of deaths in that spill, er, excuse me, “release.” Of course the Coal God recognizes only human deaths, with which it is amply familiar.


Now let’s suppose that God didn’t act at Buffalo Creek and was not swimming happily downstream in the black sludge and the Big Sandy River. Who else could be responsible for those two disasters—not the killers of Monongah, Farmington, Holden 22 and Cesco Estep.*


No it couldn’t have been the coal companies, and if it wasn’t God, then who could it have been? Could it have been Satan?

Coal River Valley
The Charleston Gazette, February 28, 2001

I rode through the Big Coal River Valley the other day, the valley of my birth, where I learned to swim, where my dad, grandpa, uncles, brother-in-law and son worked in the underground coal mines.


Random memories floated through my mind of the one room school, taking cows up the hollow, the barn full of wonders, tossing “Frisbees” of flat, dry disc-shaped cow piles, watering the horses at the river ford, sleigh riding in the snow and the earnest prayers in the little church across the river.


But no matter how many times I pass through that valley, I am stunned out of my reverie by the dreary, desolate abandonment that envelops it, as does the black coal dust. 


Before the robber barons, before the virgin forests were cut, before coal mines, Coal River Valley must have been gorgeous. It would be interesting to know what the Indians thought of it and what they named it.


If you want to see the local benefits of the coal industry take a drive on Route 3 up Big Coal River. The roads, dirt, mud and trees along the edges are black with coal dust, every other mountain has been gouged and altered. Huge piles of “spoil” and “overburden” have been pushed into the hollows and tower menacingly. Those valley fills look like huge, black glaciers getting ready to ooze out into the roadway.


Stop at the Coal River Mountain Watch office in Whitesville and look at the maps that show mountaintop removal mines under consideration. The blast zones overlap at Marsh Fork High School. Drive on up the road and see for yourself the gigantic sludge dam hovering over a grade school, which is also within the blast zones of the two newly proposed mines. It might forewarn of a tragedy like the one in Wales when a mountain of coal refuse broke loose and covered a grade school, crushing and smothering all the children inside. There is a sludge dam expansion that will be nearly as high as the New River Gorge Bridge and it hovers over Marsh Fork Elementary School.


Whitesville was once a thriving community with an active, exciting downtown, where thousands of miners came and spent their money. Many of the storefronts are now abandoned. Whitesville is a dilapidated, decayed, dirty skeleton of its past. There are at least eleven coal mines in the area, and they have produced the very opposite of prosperity.


The view along the road between Whitesville and Marsh Fork looks as bad as anything I saw in the so-called Third World in the early ‘60s. The rural areas of Nigeria actually looked much better. In Nigeria, people lived off farming of the land and there was little environmental damage. They worked hard to bring enough to eat out of poor, sandy soil. But their environment was intact and there was a joyful celebration of life. There was nothing in that rural area of Nigeria as bleak, joyless and depressing as the Whitesville and Marsh Fork environs.


I feel certain that the people who run the coal industry will not hesitate to take the top off very coal-bearing mountain in West Virginia. As the demand and price for coal goes up there will be excuse to mine the high-sulfur seams in northern West Virginia, those mountaintops might well be leveled. And if you think that some places will be too pristine to be stripped, too beautiful, too much in public view, take a look at the strip mine and the quarry at Snowshoe, the quarry in Germany Valley and stand on a ridge above Webster Springs and look out at the beautiful ridges and see that one in the middle distance has been stripped.

“Alarmist!” you may accuse. But if someone had said fifty years ago that the mountain tops of West Virginia would be removed, they too would have been called alarmist. How could the tops of the mountains be removed in the Mountain State? This is severe, extreme environmentalism.

For the most part it is out-of-state extreme environmentalists who are destroying our mountains. Arch Coal got its name from the arch near their headquarters in St. Louis. Massey has headquarters in Richmond, Virginia. The Addington brothers are from Kentucky.

Coal River Valley suffered a greater defeat than Jay Rockefeller when he lost in his first bid for governor. Rockefeller got his political start at my birthplace of Emmons on Big Coal River. He was then in favor of the abolition of strip mining. I believed him and put his bumper sticker on my truck.

How I wish he had spent enough money to get elected that time. How I wish the money he sent to Democratic bosses in Southern West Virginia had not ended up being used to support Arch Moore. Rockefeller said in December 1970, “I will fight for the abolition of strip mining completely and forever.” He must have been kidding, for just seven years later, as governor, Rockefeller testified to a U.S. Senate subcommittee considering the new strip mine law that, “mountaintop removal should certainly be encouraged, if not specifically dictated.”

If you have the stomach for the devastation, drive to the Stanley Family graveyard on Kayford Mountain just above Whitesville. There you can look down at what remains of mountains that used to cast shadows on the cemetery; see the earth turned upside down, a treeless wasteland, forever useless; see the future for the Mountain State if this beast isn’t stopped.

Almost Heaven West Virginia has become, in the Coal River Valley and other little valleys and hollows, an Almost Hell, West Virginia.

You Often Get What You Pay For
The Charleston Daily Mail, March 3, 2001

To paraphrase “Fiddler on the Roof,” I don’t want a big fortune, just a living. Since teaching was my profession for twenty-one years, it was good that I wasn’t very materialistic. When your kids are eligible for reduced-price lunches, you are very near the poverty level. 


I am not complaining for myself. I was happy being poor. It’s that hippy gene. Our old house was cold. In the record-setting winter of ’94, the water in the pipes under the house froze, expanded and thawed. There is an amazing pressure caused by the V-shaped water molecules when they slow down and realign. It can even burst brass fittings and iron pipe.


Our plastic pipes were no match for the bipolar water molecules. It was three weeks before the temperature got above freezing and I could get under there and re-invent the plumbing.


We could not afford anything near a new car. We thumped around in old clunkers. Again, the hippie gene served me well. We got where we needed to go and didn’t quite freeze to death in the house. We were happy and I loved teaching.


Parents hope their kids will have an opportunity to materially improve or at least not be worse off than their progenitors. Most people who spend the money and time to go to college want to provide the same possibility for their children. Teaching is a sure way to make certain that doesn’t happen.


If you reproduce to the tune of two or three kids and your teacher’s salary is the only one in the house, you are probably going to live in a rundown home, drive a clunker, and watch your offspring go straight from reduced-price lunches at school to serving hamburgers for minimum wage and no benefits—all this while some former students start out at salaries sometimes twice or more what a teacher with 20 years experience draws.


Anybody with a family and only one income will avoid the teaching profession. They will find a job that pays more than teaching where they will not have to put up with those bizarre administrators. To understand bizarre, start at the top with a Hank Marockie* and imagine what it is like in the trenches. Where do they get those people?

* This is a partial repeat of the note following a previous article:

Hank Marockie was the West Virginia Superintendent of Schools. Dan Radmacher, editorial page editor of The Charleston Gazette wrote of Marockie in the spring 2002 issue of The Masthead:

“This man's rise and fall were both marked by smug arrogance”… “He believed he was entitled to all the perks of a CEO, too: country club memberships, company cars, inflated salary”…. “$300 dinners with his wife, a bureaucrat in the school system”.... “He charged mileage … for hundreds of luncheon trips from the Capitol to restaurants a couple of miles away….and for driving home to his wife in Wheeling. Sometimes, he charged mileage when he was driving a state car” The state was charged for, “Christmas candy for his secretaries; first-class upgrades on flights and flowers for the funeral of an employee's relative.”…. “The facts were clear enough--though we never did get all the details of how Marockie spent nearly $100,000 of money from the nonprofit Education Alliance.

A Pay Cut

The Charleston Gazette

When state government tells teachers that health care premiums are going up and coverage is going down, it announces a pay cut. Does anyone think this will attract ambitious, hardworking, dedicated teachers? 


It gets worse when a teacher retires. Through the magic of inflation and the legislature refusing to pass a cost of living increase, retirement benefits rapidly approach worthless. Now legislators want to take away the option of trading unused sick days for health care premiums. Taking away benefits is not going to keep or attract good employees. 


Teachers notice that the people at the top of the roost in West Virginia government get salary increases on a regular basis. Sometimes the increases are more than a teacher’s yearly pay. Some legislators make more in a sixty-day session than this retired teacher makes in a year.


Headlines warn that we cannot compete for top talent unless the highest paid people get more money. The same warning holds true for teachers.


If the Legislature wants to attract dedicated, qualified people who just want to make a living, not a fortune, they had better start increasing, instead of decreasing, pay and benefits.


We often get what we pay for.

Decapitation is Better
Charleston Daily Mail, July 16, 2001

It was disappointing to read the coal company propaganda puff piece about mountaintop removal in the July 4, Daily Mail. 


Has the Daily Mail shamelessly hired itself out as a public relations consultant to Arch Coal? It was shocking to see such outrageous claims on the front page as: “When we’re done with the land, it’s going to be as productive or more productive than it was originally.”


The picture on the front page of the “productive land” left after mountaintop massacre showed nary an oak, hickory or any other hardwood tree. Hardwood forests have never grown on such barren land.


It is an insult to the entire Mountain State to be destroying the tops of the mountains. Only an employee or owner of a coal company would say the mountains are going to be better after being decapitated. 


Over 1000 miles of streams already have been covered with hundreds of feet of rubble. Close to 400,000 acres of mountaintops have been decapitated—over three times as much land as is in our state parks.


Every year, forever, we are losing 80 million board feet of hardwood timber that would have been the new growth on the 400,000 acres, that been rendered useless by mountaintop removal. Every year, forever, we are losing the jobs that would have been employed to cut and process that timber.


The incredible claim that after mountaintop removal, the beheaded mountain would be “much more diverse” is not even close to reality. Second only to the tropical rainforest, the mountains of West Virginia support the most diverse plant and animal wildlife habitat of any forest in the world. 


This coal company from St. Louis is telling us that by destroying the hardwood forest, removing the mountaintops and dumping millions of tons of ugly mine waste in the streams, they are going to make an environment more diverse than it was before.


Out of over 400,000 acres already destroyed. It is generous to say that 10,000 have been use for schools, jails, airports, shopping centers and whatever else qualifies for “development.”


It is not likely that we are ever going to find a use for 390,000 acres of flattened mountains that won’t even grow hardwood trees.


Here is what U.S. District Judge Charles Haden wrote: “If the forest canopy…is leveled, exposing the stream to extreme temperatures, and aquatic life is destroyed, these harms cannot be undone…If the forest wildlife are driven away by the blasting, the noise, and the lack of safe nesting and eating areas, they cannot be coaxed back…If the mountaintop is removed, even Hobet's engineers will affirm that it cannot be reclaimed to its exact original contour.


“Destruction of the unique topography of southern West Virginia…cannot be regarded as anything but permanent and irreversible.


Here is what Bill Maxey, director of the West Virginia Division of Forestry from 1993 until 1998, says about mountaintop removal:


“I think mountaintop removal is analogous to serious disease, like AIDS…. It will take 150 to 200 years before trees would become re-established following such a drastic mining practice…. All native plant and animals are practically eliminated…. I resigned as a matter of principle, for I did not want to share in the blame of guilt for the loss of West Virginia’s heritage through the loss of our forested mountains.”


Mountaintop removal is a form of biological warfare, destroying the natural habitat of thousands of species. Fly over southern West Virginia. It looks like it has been carpet-bombed by B-52s.


Mountaintop removal is the worst environmental and economic disaster in the country.


As for the mountains being “more diverse” and “more productive” after mountaintop removal, ask the people of Booger Hollow in Raleigh County. A week ago, they watched this “diversity” and “productivity” wash their homes away.

What Would Jesus Do?

The Charleston Daily Mail, November 12, 2001


    
Thousands of innocent people of all ages, races and faiths were
murdered on September 11.  Their families and everyone else in America
are saddened, shocked and horrified by what happened.  The killers
should be caught and brought to justice for their crimes.
     
However the other people who are suffering for this attack are 
also innocent. September 11 was planned and carried out mainly by citizens
of Saudi Arabia and Egypt.  None of the hijackers were citizens of
Afghanistan.
     
The Taliban soldiers who are dying by the thousands are probably 
like any army; composed of patriotic, idealistic, young men between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five who are doing what their government has
ordered them to do. They have been brainwashed to believe in the motto, 
“My country, right or wrong.”  They believe that God is on their side.
Bombs of enormous killing power are being dropped on them by young men
who believe in the motto, “My country, right or wrong” and who believe
that God is on their side. They both claim to worship the same God, the
God of Abraham and Isaac.  Since there can be no winner in this ghastly slaughter and counter-slaughter we will never know which side God is really on.
    
Jesus sent these messages: Do not kill; Love your enemies; Turn the
other cheek; Forgive seventy times seven; Do good to those who persecute you; Blessed are the peacemakers.
    
What would Jesus do?

Katie Sierra
The Charleston Daily Mail, December 26, 2001

The assaults on Katie Sierra* at Sissonville High School bring to mind the infamous Hernshaw ambush*.The assault at Hernshaw was by people who seem to have no idea what freedom of speech and freedom of assembly mean to this country. As if to encourage violence, Governor Bob Wise honored one of the leaders with a political job that never existed before. Perhaps to make certain everyone got the idea; Wise also gave the leader’s son a state job.


I was pleased to learn that Forrest Mann, principal at Sissonville, called the students to two assemblies to tell them not to assault other students. Following Wise’s example I was afraid Mann might give them jobs, perhaps as thought police in the halls.


The principal overreacted to a situation that would have faded away for lack of student interest if he had figured out a way to allow Katie Sierra to express her views, to lay claim to her constitutional rights. Surely he could deal with one student’s idealism. 


His students imitated him, and they have followed the lead of board members who said she was un-American and should live somewhere else. The principal and board members sent a clear signal for violence to students at Sissonville High School.


A man from Mississippi once explained to me what happened in the schools of that state during 1964, when three young idealistic believers in civil rights were beaten to death, castrated and buried under a dam. He told me the thoughtful students at his school let the haters take over, and before they knew it, the hallways of the school were controlled by Klan types.


Similar things happened in Germany. Good people backed off and the Nazis moved in. During World War II, Jehovah’s Witnesses were tarred and feathered in Richwood because they would not salute the flag. In the ‘60s, longhaired males were heckled and attacked as they walked across the West Virginia University campus. Vietnam War protesters were beaten in Hamlin.



Recently, at the Greyhound Bus station, a surgeon was thrown to the ground and handcuffed—he thought for being of dark skin. People have been kidnapped and beaten to death for their sexual orientation.


Katie Sierra has been run out of the school. Is it now open season on any student who is different from the majority and has the courage to say so?


How about some law and order and protection of minority rights? Can’t the principal and the board of education control a few hoodlums at Sissonville High School and make it a school safe for diversity and freedom of speech?

* Katie Sierra was a tenth grader at Sissonville High School in West Virginia. She asked the school principal if she could start an anarchy club, so that like-minded or curious students could gather, have reading and discussion groups and do community service. Her request was denied. She wore home-made t-shirts to school that featured the "anarchy" circle-a symbol, and anti-war messages such as "When I saw the dead and dying Afghani children on TV, I felt a newly recovered sense of national security. God Bless America." Another shirt read "I pledge the grievance to the flag Of the United State of America and to the Republicans whom I can't stand, one nation under smog, indespicable with liberty and justice for some, not all." The school's principal suspended Katie for three days and forbid her to wear the shirts. Katie attended a Kanawha County Board of Education meeting and got a negative response from some board members; "This isn't something funny or cute," said one member. "You're talking about overthrowing the government!" Another yelled that Katie is a traitor, and suggested that what she is doing is "like you stood up and waved a Japanese flag on Pearl Harbor day." The president of the school board added, "What the hell is wrong with a kid like that?" Katie left in tears. Following her suspension, she filed a suit against the school district and the principal, maintaining it was her First Amendment right to wear what she wanted, express her political views and start the club. A jury ruled against her.
Coal Ads Invading WV Public Radio

The Charleston Gazette, April 8, 2002

“Support for Weekend Edition is provided by Arch Coal Incorporated, reclaiming the land for community projects such as the Twisted Gun Golf Course opening soon in Mingo County.”


That’s a coal industry editorial disguised as a commercial on West Virginia Public Radio. This editorial-commercial makes it sound as if Arch Coal is fixing something that someone else destroyed, when in fact Arch is just cleaning up a very small portion of West Virginia that it is tearing up.


No mention is made of the fact that Arch and other coal companies have, just since 1987, destroyed over 300,000 acres of West Virginia mountains. An attempt is being made, in cooperation with West Virginia Public Radio, to create the illusion that a golf course on a destroyed mountaintop is better for a community than the original mountain and trees and streams.


And guess just what fraction of the neighbors of the “community project” will ever play golf there. Like Public Radio editorial-commercials, the golfing will not be free; there will be a price.


At the rate ruined mountaintops are being “developed,” it would take more than 3,000 years to finish the job, and that’s if not another mountaintop is blasted off.


Imagine the size of the job of “developing” mountaintop removal mine sites.

The 500 square miles already destroyed equal a mile-wide bulldozed swath running all the way from Charleston to Manhattan, plowing through the entire island and going on into Connecticut, or from here to Myrtle Beach and on down to Jacksonville.


The degree of truth in the Arch Coal editorial-commercial compares with one that might read: “Brought to you by your good friends in the tobacco industry, promoting healthy communities throughout West Virginia.” I dare Public Radio to run that one.


I like Public Radio. It is wonderful to listen to programs that are not yet constantly interrupted by loud corporate propaganda. Conservative politicians have reduced Public Radio funding. For Public Radio to survive, we are asked to endure coal company fabrications and witness the humiliation of the professional employees of West Virginia Public Radio who must read the coal company propaganda or lose their jobs.


In a way, these editorial-commercials are a good sign. They show that the coal companies, the ultimate eco-terrorists and environmental extremists, realize that the public expects them to clean up their mess.


However, if with one hand, they can dazzle us that they are in the benign business of reclaiming land for community projects, they can continue to strangle the mountains and streams with the other hand.


Would a $25 contribution to Public Radio give a person access to the airwaves to counter the coal company creativity with the truth? Perhaps it is like access to politicians—the more you pay, the more you say.

There Are No Ads on Public Broadcasting

The Charleston Daily Mail

The chairman of the West Virginia Educational Broadcasting Authority wrote in a recent Daily Mail commentary that “...there are no ‘ads’ on Public Broadcasting.” Considering the obvious presence of commercials 
on Public Broadcasting, was this disingenuous double talk or just old 
fashioned lying?
    
Public Broadcasting is by far the best, most informative, 
comprehensive and balanced source of news and information that is 
available. At one time it was commercial free. Sadly, starting with 
Ronald Reagan, the Republicans and conservative allies tried to either 
destroy Public Broadcasting or, failing that, take it over. Government 
funding cuts forced Public Broadcasting to find money somewhere else or 
go out of business. Because contributions from individual citizens have 
not been enough to keep Public Broadcasting going they have turned to 
corporations for money.
    
The corporate invasion of Public Broadcasting has been gradual. At 
first it was just an announcement that a particular program was brought 
to you by a certain corporation. Then Public Television started using 
colorful corporate logos. And now we have rather extensive commercials 
on both Public Television and Radio which are really editorials of 
self-praise. Oil company commercials on Public Television bragged over 
and over that they were cleaning up the environment (a mess they made 
themselves). As a result wags were inspired to call PBS the Petroleum 
Broadcasting System.
    
An example of an ‘ad’ on West Virginia Public Radio goes like this: 
"Support for Weekend Edition is provided by Arch Coal Incorporated, 
reclaiming the land for community projects such as the Twisted Gun Golf 
Course opening soon in Mingo County."  Arch Coal is being portrayed as 
a harmless company making land better and more useful, trying to help 
people build communities. There is nary a word about Arch Coal’s role 
in the coal industry destruction of over 300,000 acres of West Virginia 
mountains and hardwood forests by mountain top removal strip mining and 
the burying of one thousand miles of streams with mountain top removal 
waste and the killing of hundreds of species of wildlife and the 
destruction of homes and communities.  For a more typical Arch Coal 
community project check out what is left of the community of Blair.
    
Public Broadcasting please be careful what you sell, it may be your 
soul. Too many of us depend on you to let that happen.


Coal Statue
The Charleston Gazette, November 9, 2002

There is a certain accuracy and a bunch of irony in the four panels on the base of the West Virginia Coal Association's sculpture being built
on the Capitol grounds. Burl Jones, the sculptor, wrote in the Gazette
that the sculpture "...is a monument to the history and traditions of
West Virginia coal mining." He is correct.

Three of the panels show the machines that have made the coal miner on top almost extinct. One shows the sinister dragline used on mountaintop
removal strip-mines. This dragline has played a major role in making the
miner that will stand on top of the base an endangered species. The
dragline picture is realistic. It shows the ugly destruction of our beautiful mountains. There is nary a tree in sight.

The irony runs deep. For the West Virginia Coal Association to sponsor a statue dedicated to miners is award-winning cynicism. The Coal
Association has a history of resisting mightily any wage increases, 
health and retirement benefits, workers compensation, safety and
environmental regulations and taxes that would benefit coal miners, 
their families, their neighbors and the people of West Virginia.
Since the beginning of coal mining in West Virginia, the members of the
West Virginia Coal Association and their predecessors have been getting
rid of coal miners as fast as they possibly can. Over 100,000 miners
have been killed and more than 100,000 coal mining jobs have been
eliminated in West Virginia.

When my dad was a miner, there were 125,000 coal miners in West
Virginia. Now there are less than 17,000. I suspect the Coal Association
would secretly prefer that there be no miner standing on top of that
statue; maybe a bull dozer, a dragline or a long wall mining machine. They
love machines.

A monument in memory of the coal miners killed and maimed would be more fitting than this monument to machines. Plans for the Coal Association statue make no mention of the 78 miners who died in Consol No. 9 at Farmington in 1968 or to the at-least 551 who were killed at Monogah in 1907.

There will be no tribute to miners, like my dad, who lost an eye, or
like my father-in-law, who came down with black lung and had to fight
like hell to get any benefits. Miners whose legs and backs were crushed
in roof falls, who can't stand up straight or walk, or who must wheel
around a bottle of oxygen because of black lung disease are left out.

The Coal Association statue is a monument to their success in replacing miners with machines.



More Like China

The Charleston Gazette, January 21. 2003

It is sad to see Don Nehlen, the ultimate Mountaineer from Ohio, sell his good name to further the destruction of the mountains of West Virginia.

Until now the highest level of Nehlen’s public opinions had to do with how tough the next football opponent would be, even if it were Ball State. He has elevated his game, moved to the next level.


He is now a paid shill for the coal companies, paid to remake the truth and create a warm fuzzy “image” of the monstrous atrocity called mountain top removal strip mining. Nehlen’s new found love for destroying West Virginia mountains surfaced after the coal companies showed him the money.


Charles Ryan is another shill hired by the coal companies to reinvent their sorry past. Ryan was quoted in the Gazette telling the coal barons, “Your tentacles are everywhere in this state.” The man tells it like it is.


The coal company “image”, which Nehlen and Ryan are being paid to put in the winning column, was well earned by years of destroying our mountains and streams, beating and shooting union miners, opposing safety standards, fighting against black lung benefits, cheating widows out of their pensions, opposing all coal taxes, bribing politicians, sucking at he trough of tax credits, refusing to pay into Workers’ Compensation, destroying entire watersheds with black sludge, flooding Southern West Virginia communities over and over again, drowning 125 people at Buffalo Creek, killing or maiming over 100,000 West Virginia miners. With Don Nehlen and Charles Ryan, the coal companies are hoping to turn lies into truth and history into the memory chute. 


The Charleston Gazette quotes Nehlen as admitting, “I don’t exactly know the regulations….” Yet he claims they need to be changed. Nehlen continues, “But in China, they mine for six bucks a ton, and we must be able to compete with that.” Is Nehlen advocating for Chinese style starvation wages for West Virginia miners? Does he favor the terrible safety standards, which kill 10,000 Chinese coal miners each year? Does he admire the use of prison labor in China? Maybe he prefers a totalitarian state like China where a coal company can produce cheap coal without being bothered by pesky laws to protect miners and the environment.


It is ironic that some of the companies Nehlen is trying to pull out of the sludge of their own “image” in West Virginia are mining coal in China. If we could just be like China, everything would be doggone peachy keen*. 

*To avoid cursing Nehlen often uses doggone and other substitute curse words.

Again, What Would Jesus Do?

The Charleston Daily Mail March 29, 2003

In a March 26 editorial, “Protesters: Activists need to be careful about whose interest they serve,” the Daily Mail dragged that mean ol’ Joe McCarthy out of his grave and pointed his finger and yelled “communist, traitor.” 


It is tiresome logic that whoever disagrees with the madness of our appointed president in attacking Iraq must be a commie and not have feelings for the awful danger our soldiers are in.


Americans have the right to disagree with anything we want to disagree with. That is why we aren’t communists. We are being patriotic Americans. We are saying what we believe.


It is illogical to point out that people in Iraq don’t have our freedoms. Does Iraq’s lack of freedom negate our freedom of speech, too? Should we become silent and fearful to speak out for what we believe because people in Iraq can’t?


And of course we all want our fellow Americans to be safe and to come home from this invasion in one piece. But that doesn’t make the war just, or the president right.


What he is doing is so unnecessary and horrible that we must oppose it even if it means being called a commie by the Daily Mail. 


If we wage war on every country that lacks our freedoms, we are going to be very, very busy, get a lot of people killed, and break the bank.

Here is a partial list of the countries we might want to invade to free their people from oppression

· Saudi Arabia, where women aren’t even allowed to drive cars.

· Kuwait, run by millionaires of inherited power (sound familiar?)

· Syria, also a family empire.

· Pakistan, ruled by a military dictator.

· China, which brutalize the Tibetan people every day. (But China is a big country that supplies us with a cheap labor market and we know for sure they have weapons of mass destruction).

· Iran, because they don’t like us and they do have oil, and probably WMD.

· Cuba, just because.

· Myanmar, maybe the most brutal “regime” on earth.

· Several divisions of the former Soviet Union

· All those African countries coming apart at the seams.

· North Korea

· Vietnam, ripe for another go-round.

Perhaps our job is not to police the whole world. Maybe it is too

expensive in lives and money. And if you are a Christian, just ask yourself: “What would Jesus do.”

Protesters and Terrorists

The Charleston Gazette, April 26, 2003


Protesters and terrorists: Majority approval doesn’t justify war.
Some supporters of the Iraq war have suggested that peace advocates go 
live with the French, Germans or Russians. Does this mean that 
Americans who exercise freedom of speech to question the president 
should leave America? Which leads me to Ed Rabel and Lt. Col. Herb Lattimore. 

Lattimore of the state Department of Emergency Services was quoted in the Gazette as saying: “Potential domestic terrorist groups... include religious organizations, racial hate groups and environmental activists.... Think of West Virginia — coal mining, strip mining.” Whoa there, just a minute! Is he lumping religious groups and environmental activists with hate groups? Does opposition to the terror called mountaintop removal qualify a person as a “potential terrorist”?

Lattimore went on to say that “potential terrorists are everywhere.” 
Sounds a bit paranoid, or maybe it is a job-security boondoggle to scare everyone into thinking we need an army of well-paid anti-terrorist bureaucrats in West Virginia.

In another recent Gazette article, former Charleston newscaster Ed 
Rabel tried to dismiss and ridicule the hundreds of thousands of 
Americans who have protested Bush’s war. He called us “professional 
protesters and Hollywood celebrities.” Does he read? Practically every major newspaper in the country carried editorials against the war, especially if it were to be launched without the United Nations. I was at one of the huge Washington demonstrations. The crowd was from all age groups and all walks of life. There didn’t seem to be many “professional protesters” and there was only one Hollywood celebrity. But there were many of Col. Lattimore’s “potential terrorists” disguised as Presbyterians, Baptists, Methodists, Catholics, Jews, and Muslims. And there was another bunch of potential terrorists, those bloodthirsty environmental activists.

Rabel blew on the embers of hate with the accusation that opponents 
aren’t sincere or real people, that they are some kind of alien species 
who have the temerity to stand up for what they believe. Rabel didn’t 
speak to the issue. He attacked the credibility and sincerity of those 
who disagree with the pro-war view.

I infer from Rabel’s article that the war is justified by polls showing 
70 percent support. He failed to mention that before the war, about the 
same percentage opposed war if it was to be without U.N. participation. There was probably more than 70 percent support for slavery around 1776. And during the mean years of school and swimming pool segregation, it was 
pretty obvious that it was what the majority wanted. Injustice does not 
become justice because of majority opinion. Slavery, segregation and an 
unjust war do not become just when a majority thinks so.


Amputation

The Charleston Gazette, May 6, 2003

Dear Editor,

For the Gazette to applaud Arch Coal for planting pine trees on a strip mine is like praising a madman for giving his victim artificial arms and legs after having cut off the good arms and legs.

Torture is the New Standard

The Charleston Gazette

Dear Editor,

Bush, Cheney and Rumsfeld have set a standard in Iraq and Afghanistan that will no doubt remain there if ever American troops are pulled out. The standard is abuse, torture and murder the prisoners. Stand tall and proud, America.

Biting the Hand That Feeds You

The Charleston Gazette


An outrage, silly, stupid, corrupt, very dangerous.  Why is it I still 
get shocked at the pettiness of the state legislature, and their brutal 
disregard for the bill of rights and specifically the first amendment?  
   
Their attitude seems to be if the press wants to be free it will have 
to pay for it.  Those newspapers that have the nerve to say something 
bad about our legislative clowns will be punished by those clowns. When 
it comes to legislatures we can no longer fall back on, “Thank God for 
Mississippi.”  Enlightened Mississippians are now cleared to utter, “Thank 
God for West Virginia.” 

A Gazette editorial criticized 15 senators for voting against the smokeless tobacco tax. Senator Sarah Minear, R-Tucker, one of the criticized senators had the bill removed from the Senate calendar in protest over that editorial. To further punish the Gazette for believing they were located in the home of the free, the bill was amended to give the Gazette less money for running legal advertisements than the other state newspapers.
Razing Appalachia

The Charleston Daily Mail, May 25, 2003

In his Daily Mail review of “Razing Appalachia,” reporter Chris Stirewalt says that it ranks as one of the most depressing movies ever made. 


Indeed, the truth about mountaintop removal is depressing. There is little about mountaintop removal that offers hope for the future. It destroys the mountains and their future economic use and all their spiritual and aesthetic values.


These values seem to embarrass Stirewalt, as he sneers at people who get overcome with grief when interviewed or who sing folk songs about the destruction of their mountains and communities. He calls for compromise.


The problem is that coal companies accept no compromise. They intend to destroy every coal-bearing mountain in West Virginia. When laws like the Clean Water Act get in their way, they can rely on their politicians to change the rules.


Contrary to Stirewalt’s cynicism, mountaintop removal is arguably the country’s worst ecological devastation.


Stirewalt says he grew up in a family supported by Arch Coal. So far, only people who make money from mountaintop removal speak of it with affection.


To his knowledge, Arch Coal’s mountaintop removal is a modern operation that follows the best practices in the industry. The “best practices” of Arch and other coal companies has led to the destruction of over five hundred square miles of West Virginia mountains and a thousand miles of streams.


He writes that Arch Coal’s claims they are good stewards of the land were followed by images of the earth ravaged by draglines and explosions. Perhaps he doesn’t want the public to see their mountains being blown up or witness the hypocrisy of coal company claims.


And he was right on the money when he wrote that it will reassure public television viewers that the earth is in immediate jeopardy. For some reason, this obvious truth is lost on Stirewalt.


He says that for in-state environmentalists, the film was a triumph. Indeed, it was wonderful to see some counterbalance to outrageous coal company claims on commercial television.


Stirewalt unwittingly proclaimed the truth when he described coalfield residents as the little guy standing up to the bully on the block and as the heroes on the front line in the struggle to protect defenseless nature.


He says it best when, referring to the coal companies, “…who wants to be on the side of the monster?”

Retirement Tribute

This appeared in Charleston Gazette Sports Editor “Shorty” Hardman’s column when Coach LeRose retired in 1974.

Sports writers have been putting it down in black and white for a long time that one of the really great coaches West Virginia ever had was Sam LeRose who is retiring as head coach and athletic director at St. Albans High School. But not many of the people who have otherwise come in contact with LeRose and his boys have taken time out to say it like it is. Julian Martin…however is the exception. A former St. Albans player, he writes: 

“Sam LeRose has been praised for his most obvious talents---his ability to win at football and track. But his greatest talents have gone without much comment—his compassion, gentleness and his very real love for all of his players, not just the starting lineup. When LeRose came to St. Albans in 1953, he found only 45 boys interested in football. The following year he had 125 boys out for the team and they all were suited up for games and many of them got to play…


‘He taught us to think on our own, to change plays on the field and meet new situations, to rely on ourselves and to know what to do at all times. He never condoned dirty playing and never showed us any sly tricks that we could get by with. He felt it unethical as well as a waste of time to play dirty. I shall forever be grateful to him for giving me a chance to play football at a time in my life when that was exactly what I needed most.”

Coach LeRose

The Charleston Gazette, 2003

Sammy LeRose was a young 37. He was our new football coach. He was quick in his step, confident, successful and he was kind. In 1953, my senior year, Coach LeRose came to St. Albans High School from Gauley Bridge High. We were hopeful. He helped us fulfill our hope. We had a winning season for the first time in five years.


The next year, his team lost only one game. In his third season, most of the starters from the year before had graduated. He welcomed a bunch of very small inexperienced players to the 1955 season. His Kennedy Award winning quarterback weighed 130 pounds, and at least one tackle weighed only 140 pounds! They won every game they played and the state championship. Although St. Albans didn’t even have a track, Coach LeRose’s track teams won four state titles.


So what was his method, his philosophy? How did he succeed so fast at a school that had quit winning? Players at other schools were astounded. They couldn’t believe what they had heard. Some even came to see for themselves.


Unlike any other team, we practiced in shorts in the afternoon of those hot and horrible August two-a-day workouts! Our morale soared. We worked on timing and went over real game scenarios without the pain.


Coach LeRose told us that he would wait each day for one-half hour, after we got dressed and on the field, before coming out to start practice. He said, “You linemen, get out there and kick the ball, pass the ball, enjoy that half-hour.”


He convinced us that every play could go for a touchdown, and that cheating was wrong and a waste of time. He never taught us any dirty tricks or rule benders. Sammy LeRose taught us to think for ourselves. He sent every play in from the bench, but we were to make changes if we saw a weakness in the other team that he didn’t see. His bag of trick plays added to our and our fans’ joyful experience.


Coach LeRose played as many players as he possible could. Little, fast guys were put in on the kickoffs, and their enthusiasm seemed to get them downfield before the ball. Word got around that if you hustled, Coach LeRose would let you play. On the first day of his first season, there were only 45 of us. The third season, that championship season, he dressed 125 players! What a sight as they completely encircled the field and the other team as they trotted out for pre-game workouts.


I never heard Coach LeRose raise his voice in anger, nor did I ever hear him curse. He was gentle and compassionate. He taught us to never express disgust with our mistakes, no temper tantrums, no helmet throwing, no kicking the ground, no cursing. Everything was positive about Sam LeRose. He never jumped on anyone for a mistake. He very patiently, and with his kind smile, helped us correct our miscues. He lifted us up and never did we feel humiliated.


Next to my parents, Sammy LeRose was without a doubt the most influential person in my life. For a period of just twelve weeks when I was turning seventeen, this man gave me self-confidence and allowed me to succeed. He may have saved my life. Rest in peace, good man, rest in peace.


Sam LeRose coached the St. Albans High School football team from 1953 to 1956 and from 1962 to 1973. Every season was a winning season. His record was 124-35-3. He coached a state champion football team and four state champion track teams. Coach LeRose died November 3, 2003

Ed Rabel

Charleston Gazette, 2003

Ed Rabel in a recent Gazette article added to the shrill and dangerous 
dehumanization of opponents that erupts in all contentious issues.  He tried to deride the hundreds of thousands of Americans who have protested Bush’s war as “professional protesters and Hollywood celebrities.” I was at one of the Washington demonstrations, the crowd was from all age groups and all walks of life. I would say 90% of the crowd did not fit Rabel’s description. How could Rabel know who was in the crowd and how can he be so sure that peace is just a “cause du jour” for those of us who were there. Rabel makes it sound like it was 
all an insincere lark and that participants were all kooks, nerds and publicity seekers. 
It is dangerous to fan the flames of hate with the notion that opponents aren’t sincere, real people, that they are some kind of alien species who have the temerity to stand up for what they believe. And to do that in  America of all places!
    
Rabel didn’t speak to the issue, he attacked the credibility and sincerity of those who disagree with his view. It is a well tested technique that works just about every time.  I infer from Rabel’s article that the war is justified by polls that show a 70% support for the war. Had there been polls in the days of slavery the support might have been even higher than 70%. During the mean years of school and swimming pool segregation it was pretty obvious that it was what the majority wanted. Injustice does not become justice because of majority opinion. An unjust war does not become a just war when a majority thinks so.    
I remember fondly the good old days when Ed Rabel was cutting his 
teeth as a teen age St. Albans radio reporter.  I remember when he was a teen age radio announcer covering the St. Albans Jaycees Turtle Derby.
Judge Haden
The Charleston Gazette, March 26, 2004

When the West Virginia Highlands Conservancy lawsuit against dumping mine waste in our streams came before Federal Judge Charles Haden, I hoped he would go by the law. And that is what he did. The law is clear; mine waste cannot be dumped into intermittent and perennial streams. As a conservative, he believed in the law, and he ruled that the law meant what it said. People who love our mountains were overjoyed at his decision.

Judge Haden wrote that the destruction of the unique topography of Southern West Virginia by mountaintop removal is “permanent and irreversible” and that if the forest canopy is destroyed, our streams are exposed to extreme temperatures and aquatic life is destroyed—“these harms cannot be undone.”

As a birdwatcher, he was concerned that “If the forest wildlife is driven away by the blasting, the noise, and the lack of safe nesting and eating areas, they cannot be coaxed back.”

Haden chastised administrators for trying to change the Clean Water Act behind the back of Congress. He wrote that amendments to the act “should be considered and accomplished in the sunlight of open congressional debate and resolution,” and “not within the murk of administrative after-the-fact ratification of questionable regulatory practices.”

To exclude dumping mine waste from the Clean Water Act would, in Haden’s words, be an “…obviously absurd exception” that “would turn the Clean Water Act on its head and use it to authorize polluting and destroying the nation’s waters for no reason but cheap waste disposal.” Haden further observed that Congress “did not authorize cheap waste disposal when it passed the Clean Water Act.”

Speaking to the question of whether dumping mine waste into streams had an adverse effect on the streams Haden wrote that, “When valley fills are permitted in intermittent and perennial streams, they destroy those stream segments” and “if there is any life form that cannot acclimate to life deep in a rubble pile, it is eliminated.” Haden pointed out the obvious truth that, “No effect on related environmental values is more adverse than obliteration. Under a valley fill, the water quality of the stream becomes zero. Because there is no stream, there is no water quality.

A mutual friend told me that Judge Haden was stunned when he was taken on a flyover and viewed mountaintop removal from the air. He observed in his ruling that “The sites stood out among the natural wooded ridges as huge white plateaus, and the valley fills appeared as massive, artificially landscaped stair steps.”

“Some mine sites,” he said, “were 20 years old, yet tree growth was stunted or nonexistent compared to the thick hardwoods of surrounding undisturbed hills, the mine sites appeared stark and barren and enormously different from the original topography.”

It is ironic that Judge Haden died just 10 days before the Bush administration will conduct a hearing Tuesday in Charleston. They are proposing to change the buffer zone rule to make it legal to dump mine waste into the streams Judge Haden so valiantly tried to protect.

Long after the names of the people of limited vision, who are destroying our mountains and streams, are forgotten, the name of the very distinguished Judge Charles Haden II will live on. He is indeed an authentic West Virginia hero.

Carp Eating Crap

April 18, 2004
As Mark Kemp-Rye did, in the Sunday Gazette-Mail April 18, 2004 article, it is good therapy to look back at how awful the environment was when we were kids and to take note that some improvements have been made.
    
In 1950  I stood on top of a sewer pipe in St. Albans that emptied into the Kanawha River and saw carp, which we called sewer bass, gulp down the human waste that was washing out into the river. Another day from our front yard high above the same river bank I looked down on a flotilla of large carp floating on their backs; miniture Moby Dick white bellies reflecting the sunlight. Carbide, Westvaco or some other chemical polluter had fed the carp a toxic mix that even they could not live on. 
One memorable day, when I was in about the eighth grade, Monsanto or someone unknown down in Nitro, released a foul gas into the air that smelled like rotten eggs. The gas drifted up and across the river to my neighborhood. It was a humid summer morning, dew was condensed on the sides of the houses. The gas dissolved into the dew and set the sulfur ions free to react with the lead in the white paint. The white houses became coated with a silvery, brown, black muck known 
as lead sulfide.
    
With the coming of clean water and clean air laws, carp no longer gulp clumps of human feces at open sewer pipes and I see water skiers where the dead fish once bobbed past my house and I don’t hear of the white houses in St. Albans turning that horrible color anymore. And other varieties of fish besides catfish and carp are returning in abundance to the Kanawha River.
    
However there is a catch or two. One catch is you better not eat your 
catch. Kanawha River fish will poison your body with less obvious pollutants like dioxin and mercury. Another catch is that George W. Bush is gutting the clean water act so that coal companies can dump their waste into the tributaries of Kanawha River and he is gutting the clean air protections and cynically calling it a “Clear Skies” initiative.
    
On a small local level if you travel down a road in South Hills of Charleston called Stonehenge and then vere off to the right on Brookstone and go a mile you will come to a Charleston city sewage pumping station which smells like the gas from Nitro that turned all the houses such a lovely color.
    
This pump station is old and inadequate and there is a sign that warns 
“Combined Sewer Outfall. This Outfall Pipe may Discharge Untreated Sewage. Avoid Contact With River After Rain.” The sign goes on to assure that the Charleston Sanitary Board has been given an EPA Permit to dump raw sewage into Coal Hollow Creek.  That Creek during and after rain empties human waste into Davis Creek near where Connell Road meets the Davis Creek Road; anyone living downstream of this juncture better stay out of that creek. People on Davis Creek get the quadruple whammy from the sewage; the silt runoff from the mountain top removal project disguised as Southridge Center, from muddy water from the construction of new houses at the Jamestown development and from gas well sites.
    
In fact our environment is much worse than it was back when the carp were dining on our bowel movements. Government agencies, called for some illogical reason names like the Department of Environmental Protection, are making it easier through rule changes and incompetent enforcement for large corporations to continue destroying the only earth, the only water, the only air, the only mountains we have.
    
Lets enjoy and celebrate our victories, but lets not delude ourselves into believing that all is well. The Monongahela River*, as Mark Kemp-Rye pointed out, is a nicer color now than years ago. But just last week the nonprofit organization American Rivers announced that the Monongahela is one the nation's 10 most endangered river systems. And scientists at WVU say untreated discharges, many from abandoned coal mines, dump acid and thousands of tons of iron oxide, manganese oxide and aluminum oxide into the Monongahela each year*.  And in the southern coal fields there are one thousand miles of streams that no longer exist buried under hundreds of feet of mine waste and there are over
400,000 acres of mountain tops gone forever with the area destroyed increasing by 30,000 acres each year. We are losing 80,000,000 board feet of new growth timber every year forever that would have come from the mountains that have already been destroyed.  And to paraphrase Kurt Vonnegut Jr., in his book Breakfast of Champions: Within three months the coal from stripmining is burned, the electricity is used up and the mountain is gone forever.
    
The environment is in a crisis, much worse than it was when I or Mark Kemp-Rye were kids. Mr. Kemp-Rye expressed a gratitude for all the people who have worked to protect our environment. I share that gratitude. But lets not leave it in the past tense. Many people are working very hard for the environment right now and there is much to be done. 

*I have since learned that muscles can no longer live in the Monongahela River because of the acid mine drainage

Handsome Picture
The Charleston Gazette, May 18, 2004

The Gazette headline “And then there were two” (May 13) was a little inaccurate. There are three candidates for governor. Jesse Johnson of the Mountain Party will be on the same ballot as the two who got their pictures on the front page.


I hope as all media covers the race for Congress in the 2nd District they will not leave me out like Jesse was left out*. (And I have a really handsome picture ready for the same exposure as Capito and Wells get.)

*I was the Mountain Party candidate for Congress. Shelley Moore Capito was the incumbent Republican and Erik Wells was the Democratic Party candidate. Capito won then and again in 2006 and 2008 when Obama was elected along with a host of Democratic Congressional and Senate candidates.  

Two Bit Hamburger

The Charleston Daily Mail, April 24, 2005

Dear Editor:

In her Word for Word column of March 13, Johanna Maurice defended the Republican opposition to raising the minimum wage. So far the Republicans have stopped every attempt to raise the wages of the very poor for eight years. It looks like they mean to keep it at $5.15 forever. She says the market for a $2 hamburger is vastly larger than for an $8 hamburger and that increased wages for the poor will drive up prices and drive down employment. Why not go for the whole hamburger for almost nothing by paying no minimum wage at all. With slavery, all free people could have a hamburger for a quarter.

Clean Coal?

The Charleston Gazette, October 30, 2005

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1


One day when I was teaching chemistry at Duval High School a student plopped down a plastic zip-lock bag on my desk.  


“What is this Mr. Martin?” 


 “Well it is white,” I said and pushed on the clumps in the bag. “And it crumbles. Where did you get this?” 


 “It was dumped on the road up our hollow,” he replied. Recognizing a teachable moment I told the student to get out the chemicals he would need to find what metals and non-metals were in the mystery substance. The student’s tests showed that the white substance contained calcium and sulfate. I wondered all day about the origin of the stuff. The next day I was driving past John Amos power plant and it hit me. They use limestone to scrub out the sulfur dioxide in the fumes from burning coal. Limestone contains calcium. A by-product of the scrubbing would be calcium sulfate.  


I tell this story to point out that when the poisons are removed from the noxious fumes at power plants they don’t just disappear. The coal companies and their client federal and state governments like to fool the public with the oxymoron “clean coal” technology. “Clean coal” technology speaks only of the burning of the coal and even then it is a cruel deception. Instead of going into the air, deadly poisons like mercury go on the ground and then into the creeks and rivers. The mercury has thus been taken from what we breathe to what we drink and eat. Nothing just goes away, everything continues to recycle.


The Gazette has more than once repeated the coal association’s oxymoronic “clean coal”. How can “clean” ever be applied to the thousand miles of streams filled with coal mining waste from mountain top removal and the five hundred thousand acres of mountains destroyed forever?  That 500,000 acres is equal to a quarter-mile wide swath from New York to San Francisco. I am hoping the Gazette doesn’t go for the whole enchilada and start using the coal industry’s most ridiculous of all Orwellian claims that coal is the “cleaner, greener energy.”  Anyone who would use clean or green to describe coal has never lived near where it is mined, nor seen mountain top removal, valley dumps, gob piles, slate dumps, flooded hollows and poisoned streams. Or maybe the money hardens their hearts and they count on the public being stupid enough to swallow their lies. 


Unlike the Charleston Daily Mail and state and federal regulating agencies, the Gazette usually resists the coal company signals to substitute euphemisms for the ugly truth. Strip mining becomes “surface mining” and mountain top removal morphs to “mountain top mining.” I hope the Gazette will resist the “clean coal” lie as well.

Where Is Away?

This first appeared in the July, 2008 issue of the Highlands Voice, newsletter of the West Virginia Highlands Conservancy and again in the July 3, 2008 edition of the Charleston Gazette.
On Thursday I took the trash out and thought once again about what I was doing. My trash will end up in what was a beautiful West Virginia valley. When that valley is filled another will be sacrificed and then another and another. 

Recently the people who make money by dumping garbage wanted more McDowell County valleys for dumping out-of- state garbage. The idea had local support. The legislature wisely saved them from themselves. Claims were made that out of state garbage would bring jobs and of course jobs are most important no matter what the damage. 

Way back in 1960 I was a young engineer working in Connecticut. A friend took me to Newport, Rhode Island. It was November and in those days there were no guards to protect the seasonally vacated Newport mansions that faced out on the ocean. My friend and I climbed a fence and explored the grounds. We walked out to the edge of the magnificent rock cliffs and there I looked upon the ocean for the first time. It was indeed an awesome experience to see the seemingly limitless water swelling and crashing against the cliffs. 

The feeling that oceans are limitless has led us to dump into it all kinds of garbage, chemical and nuclear waste, human urine and feces, trash and oil from ships and who knows what else. I have read that ninety percent of all the plastic ever made is now in the oceans. We even have an expression that indicates how huge we imagine the ocean--something considered to have no impact is like pissing in the ocean.

There is no “away” to where stuff we don’t like can be sent. Air pollution doesn’t just blow “away,” it goes somewhere else. Take a look at the smoke stacks at John Amos power plant. The stacks are high so that the pollution will be blown “away.” Our “away” is someone else’s backyard.  That yellow stuff coming out of the stacks is sulfur dioxide. It changes to sulfuric acid and rains down on your head, your baby’s head and heads of your fellow creatures and plants and the heads of the cabbage in your garden. Some of the sulfur dioxide is removed by reacting it with calcium carbonate (limestone).  A student of mine once brought me a white substance that had been dumped on the dirt road that ran by his house. We analyzed it and found that it contained calcium and sulfate. I figured that it was calcium sulfate from a power plant scrubber. The calcium sulfate had been thrown “away.”
I remember TV preacher Pat Robertson praying a hurricane “away” from his hometown of Virginia Beach. The hurricane did not go “away.” It hit people farther up the coast where the reverend didn’t live and where people must have been quite sinful.

And there was my upstream neighbor who laid his trash on the creek bank to await high water to wash it “away.” It went “away” all right. It ended up in the trees in front of my house. I could tell how high the creek got by where the plastic diapers were hanging. That same neighbor was talking with me one day while enjoying a soft drink. When he finished the drink he threw the can “away” into the weeds on the edge of my yard. I picked it up and told him the can would never go “away.” But my neighbor was no guiltier of littering than I am when I send my trash via a garbage truck to a once wild and wonderful valley. 

Maybe we should be required to dispose of our waste where we live. Are homes surrounded by trash any worse than concentrating it out of sight in one irreplaceable valley after another? If we had to look at and smell our garbage maybe we would quit creating so much. Back in the sixties I knew of a large household in San Francisco that generated no waste and refused to pay the garbage pickup fee. They composted their food waste and reused everything else. It can be done.

Coal companies dump mountain top removal mine waste into nearby valleys. As more mountains are decapitated more valleys will be needed and then more valleys again. There is nothing to worry about since, as any fool can see; our mountains and valleys are, like the oceans, infinite. There will always be another mountain, another valley into which waste can be thrown “away.”  And once the Charleston Gazette’s favored coal company billboard slogan “clean coal” rescues us from global warming we can destroy every mountain with coal in it and not worry because, as fools assume, the mountains are infinite, the valleys are forever.

A couple of years ago my wife and I went to Alaska with an Elderhostel group. One day we got a rare glimpse of Denali as some of the cloud cover drifted away. That glimpse of North America’s highest mountain led one of our group to look in awe and say that humans cannot have any significant impact on nature because it is so huge. He argued that we don’t have to change our ways, we can do anything we want to the earth, that the earth is just too massive, never ending, infinite for mere humans to have a significant impact. In his view we are simply arrogant to think we can move those Alaska mountains. Two days later our train passed a mountain that had been removed to get at the coal. The coal was shipped to Korea to meet our nation’s energy needs I suppose. 

Our sewage and garbage is only going to increase with increased population. Coal mine waste is increasing as you read this. The oceans are not infinite, neither are the mountains and valleys. This earth is finite, there is just so much and then no more. A place called “away” does not exist. We have to come up with ways to live without creating waste that requires the sacrifice of oceans, mountains, streams and clean air. 

The M Word

The Charleston Gazette

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The July 7 editorial "Endangered" began like an enlightened, courageous commentary on endangered species. I kept reading, hoping, saying to myself, yes, yes they are going to say it. They are going to say the "M" word. Once again I was disappointed. The Gazette editorial went up to the edge and then, as usual, backed off. The editorial hinted at the "M" word by including industrial development as one of the threats to endangered species. 

There were soaring words about the beautiful Cerulean warbler and its need for a mature Appalachian hard wood forest for survival. I thought, oh yes here it comes. They are going to use the "M" word. The editorial again came close to using the M word with, "The decline of those forests threatens them [the Cerulean warbler]." Decline! Our forests aren't just "declining" they are plunging head first in a dive to their deaths. And it is all because of the "M" word that seems to be banned from the Gazette editorial page. 

My grandmother often said about people who did not have the courage to express the obvious that they would not say shit if it was in their 

mouth. Can the Gazette say mountain top removal?

Patriotism Is The Last Refuge Of A Scoundrel.
The Charleston Gazette, June 2, 2005

Steve Walker’s May 30 reply to Kathryn Stone’s article about moral choices in the coal industry was full of oxymorons. “Greener coal” and “clean coal” are two doozies. Is cleaner, greener coal what is up there in that giant sludge pond glowering down at Marsh Fork Elementary School? To combine green and clean with coal is merely a public relations gimmick.

Early on, Walker says of Stone’s article, “Her remarks facilitated my more thoughtful considerations of the issue...” And he accuses Stone of being self-righteous? Walker asks, “Is it ethical to offer a criticism without practical solutions?” It would be unethical to remain silent, even without offering alternatives, about something as evil as mountaintop removal. Growing poppies in Afghanistan and coca in Colombia leads to addictions and death in the United States. By Walker’s reasoning it should not be criticized without offering another way for the farmers and dealers to make a living. 

Of the several hearings that I have attended, no one has spoken in favor of mountaintop removal if it wasn’t their moneymaker. Does anyone really think that Steve Walker would be giving ethical and moral justification for mountaintop removal if he weren’t getting rich from it? Walker speaks for short-term prosperity. He seems to ignore that he is destroying the future. 

The late Bill Maxey was a highly respected director of the Division of Forestry. He retired in protest against mountaintop removal. Maxey said mountaintop removal “...is analogous to serious disease, like AIDS.” Based on Maxey’s data, we now lose 100,000,000 board feet of new growth timber every year forever to mountaintop removal. That is enough to build 4,000 houses every year forever. 

Walker trivializes the coal industry’s cruel history and pretends that it has reformed itself when he writes that “In the past some individuals may have been negatively affected by some practices and incidences that would shock us by today’s standards.” He can’t bring himself to admit the horrors of the past without the caveat that some individuals just “may” have been “negatively affected” (here I think he means killed, maimed and flooded). More than 100,000 miners were indeed “negatively affected” as were the millions injured or left gasping for breath from black lung disease. The present ongoing destruction equals a quarter-mile-wide swath from New York to San Francisco.

Walker wraps the flag around coal by giving the industry credit for homeland security. “Coal has enabled the United States to defend itself and freedom around the world...” he claims. As the great Samuel Johnson said many years ago, “Patriotism is the last refuge of a scoundrel.”

Geemony Christmas

The Charleston Gazette, June 19, 2005

Dear Editor,

Geemony Christmas! I think I said it out loud, maybe whispered in awe. There was a dip in the Kanawha State Forest trail and drops of last night’s rain were sliding off the green canopy. An old log disappearing into its own humus was covered with green moss, thick and wet. Large ferns hung over like fans for the potentates of nature. The soil was black and damp. It was like a piece of the Olympic rain forest. I was pleasantly tired, serene and happy to be there, to pause and look at my kingdom. 

I love walking in the forest. I was practically born in the woods, just up the bank from Coal River. The feeling is deep inside me, a feeling that only death can erase, and if I pass the feeling on to Luke, Patrick, Levi and little Henry, Hadley and Elizabeth Marie, the feeling may go on forever. I hope so.

It is that deep feeling, the trust, the happiness I feel in the woods that makes me sad beyond all words when, as I come to the top of the trail, I hear the rumble and roar of industrial bedlam. Just across the valley from Kanawha State Forest the mountain is being blasted away. The moss-covered logs and the ferns will never return. I don’t understand the hunger for money that blunts feeling for what makes me whisper in awe.

High Profile Protestors

The Charleston Gazette

Chris Hamilton, vice-president of the West Virginia Coal Association, stretched the truth considerably in his recent rant against Wheeling Jesuit University, its forum on coal mining and the highly respected Davitt McAteer. Hamilton said “…the forum was filled with individuals with a history of high-profile protests and opposition to coal mining.” There were four members of the forum: Harold Erdoes, Ohio political coordinator for the United Mine Workers of America; Charles Keeney, a West Virginia University history professor, whose great-grandfather was the heroic United Mine Workers leader Frank Keeney; Davitt McAteer, a vice-president of Wheeling Jesuit University; and Cindy Rank, also highly respected and the mining chair of the West Virginia Highlands Conservancy. 

Mrs. Rank has done outstanding work in battling against the ravages of strip mining near her home in Upshur County. Statewide she has led the fight against mountain top removal strip mining, the most destructive and short sighted of all coal mining methods. She is a lady of mild manner, determination and courage. Mrs. Rank speaks truth to the power of Mr. Hamilton’s bosses.  

Mountain top removal strip mining blasts off the tops of mountains and dumps the waste material into the valleys. At least 500,000 acres of mountains have been destroyed by mountain top removal strip mining. This is equal to a swath one quarter mile wide from New York to San Francisco. 1000 miles of streams have been buried—that is longer than the Ohio River. Less than five percent of this devastation has any economic development on it. The hardwoods will not return so we lose 100 million board feet of new growth hardwood timber every year forever.

 
West Virginia University had this to say of Davitt McAteer: “McAteer is acknowledged worldwide as a leading authority in mine safety. He authored pioneering work on the subject and served as a consultant to unions, governments and industries from South Africa to China to Eastern Europe. His involvement with mine safety and health issues began in law school, when he developed and directed a study of the West Virginia coal industry. The findings of this study led directly to the nation's first comprehensive general coal mine health and safety act in 1969 and indirectly to the election of reform candidates to lead the United Mine Workers of America in 1972. When a reform movement won control of the United Mine Workers of America in 1972, he became solicitor of safety for the union where he helped revitalize the union's safety and health program and improved the training of rank-and-file safety inspectors.”

Mr. McAteer was a very successful director of the Federal Mine Safety and Health Administration. Governor Manchin appointed him special advisor to get to the bottom of the cause of the tragic deaths at the Sago mine. Governor Manchin praised Davitt McAteer as “a noted authority on mine safety. 

Mr. Hamilton seems to be making an attack on the character of the forum members, particularly Mr. McAteer. Chris Hamilton probably does not often encounter people of such high character as Davitt McAteer. It obviously has confused Mr. Hamilton.

Davitt McAteer has been on the side of the coal miners, the people of West Virginia and their safety all his life. Wheeling Jesuit University was wise to have recognized Mr. McAteer’s character and excellent world-wide respect and reputation.

Sago

The Charleston Daily Mail, February 2, 2006

After the Sago* deaths a Daily Mail editorial listed positive things about the coal industry. It brought back memories of Arch Moore* at Buffalo Creek and Tony Boyle** praising Consolidation Coal at Farmington. To balance the Daily Mail praise of what the coal companies have done for us, let us remember what the coal industry has done to us. 

Coal mine accidents have killed over 20,000 West Virginia miners.

Thousands more have suffered injuries such as my dad’s lost eye and health problems like my father-in-law’s black lung.

Over 100,000 West Virginia mining jobs have been replaced with

machines. Permits have been issued to bury 1000 miles of streams with the waste from mountain top removal--that is longer than the Ohio River. 

Acid mine drainage from abandoned mines affects at least 570 streams totaling more than 3,000 miles. The West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection reports that approximately 7,260 stream miles are “influenced” by acid mine drainage.

According to a federal study the coal industry destroyed 380,000 acres of mountaintops between 1992 and 2002. The total destroyed before 1992 until now is estimated to be 500,000 acres***. 

Less than 5% of the desecrated mountains have any economic development.  

The European Union reported that the cost of producing electricity from coal would be doubled if the 'external' costs, such as environmental damage and health costs, were included.

The late Bill Maxey, a highly respected director of the West Virginia Division of Forestry, said of mountain top removal strip mining: “All native plant and animals are practically eliminated; It makes the landscape so unsightly that it ruins tourism; It actually destroys more coal mining jobs than it creates; It is analogous to serious disease, like AIDS..." 

Using Bill Maxey’s estimates the total mountain tops destroyed would

have produced one million board feet of new growth hardwood timber every year forever, enough to build 5,000 houses every year forever.   

Dave Callaghan, former chief regulator of strip-mining and no tree hugger for sure, said on Public Radio that West Virginia would have been better off if it had no coal.
* The Pittston Coal Company sludge dams on Buffalo Creek, in Logan County, West Virginia, failed on February 26, 1972. 124 people were killed. Governor Arch Moore visited Buffalo Creek shortly after the disaster. Moore’s infamous statement as he looked over the massive damage was that the media coverage of the disaster was “an even greater tragedy than the accident itself.” The state sued Pittston for $100 million. Governor Moore negotiated a $1 million settlement three days before leaving office in 1977. 

** At the still smoking mine entrance with 78 miners entombed below, Tony Boyle, then president of the United Mine Workers of America said  “…as long as we mine coal, there is always this inherent danger of explosion." Boyle went on to praise Consolidation Coal Company as being one of the safest coal companies. Boyle later went to prison for paying $5,000 to three men to murder his rival Jock Yablonski and Yablonski’s wife and daughter.

***500,000 acres is my estimation. An Environmental Protection Agency study estimated that from 1992 to 2002, 380,547 acres of the forest environment (vegetation and soils) in the study area were cleared by strip mining. This is just in the study area which did not include all strip mining. By now[September,2009] it is conservative to estimate that more than 500,000 acres have been destroyed by strip mining.
Friends of Coal: Nehlen and Pruitt


I am a WVU football fan, so much so that I was one of the frozen in the zero wind-chill at the WVU-Pitt game. I have a WVU Chemical Engineering degree and was once an Assistant Director of Student Educational Services at WVU. Several members of my family have attended WVU and most even got degrees. I played football in high school and one of my sons was an all-state football player. All this is by way of saying that I am a loyal Mountaineer and I have an irrational* liking for football.

And just to make it clear that I have nothing but admiration for underground coal miners, my grandfather and his brother fought for the UMWA at Blair Mountain, my dad was a UMWA miner and lost his eye at Armco Steel’s Nellis mine. My uncles, my brother- in-law and my son all worked in the coalmines. 


WVU fans were proud to read in the Gazette that Don Nehlen had been inducted into the College Football Hall of Fame. He did a good job competing with some of the best teams in the nation. Heck, his teams twice won every game on the schedule. One year his team might have won the dad-gummed national championship game had not super star Major Harris been injured in the first quarter. And who can ever forget the Oklahoma game? 


Proud as I am that a WVU coach made the College Football Hall of Fame, it is hard to be proud of Nehlen’s performance in the coal industry radio ads heard during the recent South Florida game. To my knowledge Nehlen has no previous experience with the coal industry whether as a miner, an owner or an executive. He for sure has never endured life down below a mountain top removal strip mine. The devilish part is that Nehlen comes across on the radio as a good old boy with a grandfatherly voice that could reassure an unsuspecting listener that he is full of wisdom and truth.  

Nehlen, joined by former Marshall Coach Bob Pruitt, pretends on the radio to take us to a coal mine. What we hear in the background are the happy voices of children playing in a schoolyard. “This is reclamation,” Nehlen purrs. He leads us to believe that this school is typical of so-called strip mine “reclamation.” 

It would have been more truthful to reveal that Mountain View High School, which coal companies like to hold up as one of the examples of their success at reclamation, has had a ton of money poured into it to shore up the building from the settling of the “reclaimed” strip mine. 

According to a Mountain View teacher, the walls and floors in a rest room and in the gym pulled apart. A boardwalk was built around the edge of the gym floor to protect students from falling into the crack. The teacher also said that thirteen cubic yards of concrete were poured into a hole that subsided under the gym and that corners of the building had to be reinforced with steel. And there was the day the fire department was called to pry open the gym door after the settling trapped the students and teachers inside.  

Truth would have been better served if Nehlen had bothered to mention that 95% of the acres leveled by mountain top removal strip mines have no development on them at all. More than 380,000 acres** have been left a wasteland with little to no chance of the magnificent Appalachian hardwoods ever coming back. 

Nehlen and Pruitt demean themselves. They are forfeiting their good reputations by stretching the truth to where any reasonable person would call it lying. Surely, neither of them needs money bad enough to lie for it. But if money is their motivation they should heed the words of Paul in a letter to Timothy--“The love of money is the root of all evil.”  

Many WVU fans are proud that Don Nehlen was inducted into the College Football Hall of Fame. But when it comes to telling the truth about mountain top removal strip mining Don Nehlen, and his good buddy Bob Pruitt, belong in the Hall of Shame. 

*The irrational part owes to my recognition that football is a brutal sport that should be outlawed as should boxing and as is cock fighting. I nurse lifetime injuries to my knee, neck and brain from playing just one season of three months and ten games of high school football. I suspect that everyone who has played one season of football at or above the high school level has a permanent injury. My son started playing football when he was in the second grade and continued through his junior year in college.  He broke five bones, was knocked almost unconscious once, could not play his senior year in college because of a back injury and I recently learned that he, now at age 31, has hip pain and shoulder dislocations from football injuries.
If the Occupational, Safety and Health Administration, better known as simply OSHA, did a work place inspection of a football practice or game they would shut the sport down as unsafe. No other occupations require that employees run full speed and crash into one another and often head to head. 

One improvement in the game’s violent toll would be to throw away the helmets. Players would stop running into one another head first like they don’t in Rugby. The helmet is a weapon and I know from experience that they don’t protect a 150 pound seventeen year old when he lowers his head and tackles a 225 pound fullback. 

**An Environmental Protection Agency study estimated that from 1992 to 2002, 380,547 acres of the forest environment (vegetation and soils) in the study area were cleared due to strip mining. This is just in the study area which did not include all strip mining. By now [2009] it is conservative to estimate that more than 500,000 acres have been destroyed by strip mining.
Cedar

The Highlands Voice, 2002

The coal industry knows they are losing the battle for the hearts and 
minds of the people of West Virginia. Walker Machinery began an 
advertisement about mountaintop removal reclamation with “contrary to 
popular opinion...” And Steve Leer, president of Arch Coal, started a 
defense of mountain top removal with, “Despite widespread criticism of 
the process...”  A couple of years back in the Charleston Gazette, Ken 
Ward quoted a coal executive as saying that their polls showed that 80% 
of the people in West Virginia opposed mountain top removal. The 
executive was using the poll results to warn that the coal industry 
needed to launch an all out public relations attack about mountain top 
removal.
    
Now comes a letter and a brochure from CEDAR of Southern West 
Virginia. CEDAR stands for Coal Education, Development and Resource.  
CEDAR admits that “Our coal industry is facing the biggest reclamation 
challenge of our history. And that job is to reclaim the understanding and support of our state and nation’s citizenry.”  If the reclamation of their reputation is anything like how they reclaim mountains and valleys then we can look for the truth to have its head lopped off and covered with tons of lies.
      
CEDAR continues, “Many of us in the coal industry believe the 
solution now, and over the long term, to many of the current issues 
facing [sic] can be achieved through better education.”  In other words 
the issues don’t need to be addressed just change the spin.
    
CEDAR is seeking “...support for a new initiative designed to get 
coal education back in our schools.” And get this, “Its purpose will 
be to facilitate a knowledgeable and unbiased understanding of the many 
benefits the coal industry provides in our daily lives...” And they 
plan to dump some money into this project, “...by providing financial 
resources and coal education materials for implementation in school 
curriculum grades K thru [sic] 12.”
    
CEDAR’s first targets are Mingo and Logan county schools “...with more counties to be added later.” Logan ought to be easy for sure, their 
superintendent testified in behalf of mountain top removal to a 
legislative committee. He claimed that they needed more flat land for 
school buildings.
    
Rest assured that CEDAR will present little if any unbiased 
treatment of labor and environmental issues.  I doubt seriously that 
the young minds of Mingo and Logan will get to see the great 
documentary, “Even the Heavens Wept”, nor West Virginia Highlands 
Conservancy board member Bob Gates’ classic film “In Memory of the Land and People”.
    
The CEDAR propaganda will most likely not include a knowledgeable and unbiased presentation of the coal mine wars, the so-called “Matewan massacre”, the notorious mine guards and the murder of Sid Hatfield* by coal industry detectives. Don’t expect much about such important issues as child labor and black lung.  It is doubtful CEDAR will include coal industry resistance to regulation, taxation and health and safety 
legislation.
    
Will CEDAR own up to killing 125 people on Buffalo Creek and the dumping of 300 million gallons of sludge into the Tug Fork and the Big Sandy rivers? And will they connect mountain top removal and other 
strip-mining with the two one hundred year floods of last July 8[2001] and 
this May 2[2002]?    
    
It will be a big surprise if CEDAR mentions how much money the coal industry has used to buy politicians. And don’t expect to learn from 
CEDAR about how large coal companies got by with not paying into 
worker’s compensation, and then settled for twelve cents on the dollar. Try not paying your taxes and see what happens. How about the 132 forfeited mine sites, the 136 sludge dams, the 1000 miles of streams under tons of rubble  and the over 380,000 acres of mountain tops decapitated?
    
Do you reckon CEDAR will brag on the replacement of miners with 
machines and call it progress? Will they reveal having eliminated over 
100,000 West Virginia mining jobs? Will they justify multi-million 
dollar salaries for coal executives? Is it likely CEDAR will mourn 
over twenty thousand West Virginia miners killed on the job? My guess is that CEDAR will stick with an “unbiased” presentation of “the many benefits the coal industry provides in our daily lives.” The mantra will no doubt be “Coal Keeps the Lights On”. And you can bet that every student will get a t-shirt with that slogan.
    
CEDAR plans to infiltrate our schools with ‘Coal Fairs” followed by 
regional coal fairs with “63 Cash Prizes to Category Winners”. They 
plan to provide a “Coal Study Unit” with “Grant Money, Educational 
Materials, and Cash Incentives for participation and performance in each 
grade level”.
    
CEDAR claims that there will be, “No One Left Behind, Coal study 
units can be available to every student no matter what discipline or 
interest because coal affects virtually ever [sic] aspect of our lives.” 
  
According to their brochure, CEDAR intends to invade the realms of 
science, mathematics, literature, art, music, technology and social 
studies with “...an unbiased understanding of the many benefits the 
coal industry provides in our daily lives.”    
    
What do you think about this?  Would you like to help organize a 
program that would give an honest version of the story? Should we file 
a protest with the WV Department of Education that this propaganda 
should not be part of any school curriculum? Let me know what you think 
either in a letter to the Voice and/or to me at martinjul@aol.com
*Sid Hatfield was the chief of police of Matewan, West Virginia. During a coal mine strike near Matewan, coal companies hired Baldwin-Felts detectives, referred to by union miners as gun-thugs, to throw striker families out of their homes. The gun-thugs carried everything found in the houses and placed it outside by the road. When these detectives were waiting for a train to take them back to their Bluefield headquarters a gun fight broke out. Union miners killed several detectives including brothers of the founders of the Baldwin-Felts organization. Coal company spin doctors succeeded in labeling the gun fight as the “Matewan Massacre.” 

Sid Hatfield was later murdered by the detectives as he and his wife were walking up the steps of the McDowell County courthouse.

Bewildering Things

Charleston Gazette, March 15, 2006


Some things are simply bewildering. Some are so obvious they need no comment: like auctioning off the Monongahela National Forest; tax breaks for the rich; and attempts to destroy social security. Here are some happenings that have recently left me with my mouth hanging open:

1. The Coal Association’s vice-president represented both the coal companies and the United Mine Workers at a recent legislative hearing. Lordie, lordie, John L. Lewis, Arnold Miller*, Mother Jones and my dad and grandpa are rolling over in their graves.

2. Our government opposed releasing the names of the prisoners held at Guantanamo Bay because it would violate the detainees’ right to privacy. They sure don’t seem to worry about their right not to be tortured but are concerned that word will leak out that they are in jail.

3. Our government wanted to outsource our ports to Dubai. Imagine how you would feel if our airports had been outsourced to Dubai. I am not anti-Arab but it wasn’t too bright of George Bush to not expect a landslide of concern over giving our sea ports to an Arab nation. The Dubai deal is really just more globalization which is another way of saying cheap labor.

4. BrickStreet took over our workers compensation program and immediately assaulted the well-being of widows. BrickStreet’s president topped that off with an assault on the first amendment by sending a memo to employees who were worried about losing their jobs. In writing, mind you, he told them they should quit “gossiping” at Murad’s and Applebee’s, quit talking out of school in their emails and during breaks at work. It reminded me of the time a vice-principal told teachers that we were not to talk with one another in the halls between classes. He was concerned about teachers “gossiping” about one of the many scandals in the school system. My response to him was that I did not leave my first amendment rights at the door and that I would talk to anyone about anything I wanted to, at any time I wanted. Others agreed and the meeting adjourned in disarray. Where do they get those guys?
5. In a recent Gazette story the County Commission President exalted that “It’s a great feeling” that the prison industry was coming to McDowell county. It would mean jobs. His happiness reminded me of an old Little Abner comic strip. There was a great celebration when the comic strip characters learned that their community had been selected as an atomic bomb test site. Expect McDowell county officials to hoop and holler if they get a toxic waste dump or a federal torture center for prisoners of war. If it means jobs, bring it on. 
When my dad was a miner there were around 125,000 coal miners in

West Virginia, now there are around 15,000. That’s not a very promising record on job creation in the land of the Friends of Coal. So Babbitt-like county officials welcome prisons.

Jubilation over prison jobs underlines how desperate it is to live in the

land of the Friends of Coal. We will do just about anything for a job. Come, take what you want, do to us what you will, you can even take our mountains and dump mine waste in our streams, but give us jobs and we will be quiet.

Visitors used to comment on how awful the Kanawha Valley smelled.

Local replies were often “it smells like jobs to me.” Those noxious awful smelling gases once turned all the white houses in our St. Albans neighborhood to a very ugly brown. And what went into the Kanawha River in South Charleston sent schools of dead fish floating white bellies up by our house. It all smelled and looked like jobs.

Of course “jobs” is a smokescreen that hides the fact that the real 

reason for destroying our mountains, forests, air and water is the money it makes for the large coal, timber and chemical interests. Those same industries do everything they can to downsize, automate and eliminate jobs.  Jobs are what they say but money is what they mean. 

Denise Giardina, acclaimed West Virginia novelist, nailed it with “…the Mafia creates jobs, the Colombian drug cartel creates jobs and pimps create jobs." 

Now for an uplifting item with a bewildering ending: How about former Republican governor Cecil Underwood testifying for Charlotte Pritt in her case against the Republicans. Pritt lost to Underwood partly because of negative ads paid for by out of state Republicans. Underwood testified that the ads were inappropriate and that he had asked that they be withdrawn. The jury ruled against Pritt, it is now open season. 

*Arnold Miller was a leader of the Miners for Democracy and was the first democratically elected president of the United Mine Workers of America (UMWA). Tony Boyle, the previous president of the UMWA, was sent to prison for ordering the murder of Jock Yablonski and his wife and daughter. Yablonski was Boyle’s unsuccessful opponent in the 1968 UMWA election.

Friends of Coal Bowl

The Charleston Gazette, July 4, 2006

They sold out cheap, really cheap*. The coal companies, masquerading as a grassroots organization called Friends of Coal, bought each WVU-Marshall football game for less than two four-year scholarships for each school. It cost the coal companies the wages of about three employees to turn WVU and Marshall football helmets, with Friends of Coal logos, into moving billboards for mountaintop removal**. 

      
With WVU officials referring to football games as products and exalting that the Friends of Coal Bowl will enhance the coal industry’s “image,” it is plain to see where this branding of our football players is going. The coal barons have had over 100 years to develop a good image, but they must have failed if it still needs to be enhanced. 

      
The coal companies must be losing the public relations battle in West 

Virginia or they wouldn’t be making this desperate attempt to foist their 

propaganda onto WVU football fans. A few years ago, the coal bosses 

admitted that 80 percent of West Virginians opposed mountaintop removal. To counter their bad reputation, they rolled out a public relations blitz and 

created Friends of Coal, an instant “grassroots” organization. Their 

billboards and radio and television ads try to convince us that destroying 

half a million acres of mountains and burying a thousand miles of streams is good for us. *** 

      
The Friends of Coal Bowl agreement allows the coal companies to use signs and the giant video boards inside the stadiums to promote their views on controversial issues. They are free to repeat one of their more ridiculous 

Claims: that mountaintop removal makes the mountains better and more 

useful; like claiming that cutting off your arms and legs will make you 

better and more useful.
      
Imagine the nightmare if every WVU football game is sold to corporate sponsors: For two more scholarships, logos are plastered all over the players’ uniforms a la NASCAR drivers. Even cheerleaders, coaches and 

referees are included in the tacky parade. The huge video screens, which 

cannot be turned off, blast out corporate propaganda that polluted air, 

water and land are good for your children. Mountaineer Field becomes one 

big advertising venue and is renamed each game for the corporate sponsor. ****
      
Could some bowl games be named for Friends of Clear-cutting, Friends of Smog, Friends of Toxic Waste Dumps, and Friends of Adult Sex Shops?  Logo-clothed cheerleaders chant “Tear down the mountains, dump in the creeks, beat the hell out of Pitt!” and “Take the ball and run boys, give 

a good return for our dollars, while we scalp the mountains clean, boys, 

and flood the hillbillies out of their hollers.”

      
But imagine a pleasant dream: WVU and Marshall put education first. They use football games to tell the real story of coal in West Virginia. The 

football players, cheerleaders, coaches and referees wear symbols that 

honor the over 20,000 miners killed in state mines and the hundreds of 

thousands disabled by black lung and mine accidents. The video boards show re-enactments of the Battle of Blair Mountain, and news clips of the 

Farmington mine disaster, the Buffalo Creek flood and Sago. Green armbands are worn in memory of the dead mountains. 

      
The Friends of Coal Bowl is propaganda, not education. The president of WVU should be ashamed of such blatant distortion of a university’s duty to tell the truth and to educate. A quality university would not be a willing   agent of corporate public relations. But what can we expect, our WVU president is one of them, he is on the board of directors of Consol Energy. It is on the way to becoming a tradition, a previous president is on the board of Massey Energy. ***** 

      My Mountaineers sold out to an industry that is destroying the reason for 

being Mountaineers.
*I know, I know, it should be cheaply but cheap sounds so, well, cheap.

**Earlier news stories said that the players' helmets would have the Friends of Coal logo on them, but they didn’t.

***A more recent claim shouts from billboards “Clean, Carbon Neutral Coal.” And “Clean Coal, Clean Water”. Those have got to be an embarrassment if people who are decapitating the Appalachian Mountains can be embarrassed.

****The WVU football stadium has been renamed Milan Pushkar Stadium at Mountaineer Field. Guess who gave a bunch of money for that.

*****Under pressure from students at Ohio State University, Gordon Gee their president has resigned from the Massey board. He was accused of hypocrisy for advocating for green energy and being on the board of the environment devastating Massey Energy.

Peace Corps

Friends of Nigeria Newsletter

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
 

I called Washington and volunteered the day after Kennedy announced the creation of the Peace Corps. I did not want to go to Africa.  News from the Congo told of Simbas killing and raping. Patrice Lumumba, the Congo’s first Prime Minister, was beaten to death*.  By the time I heard from the Peace Corps I was about to start night classes in law. By day I was training to supervise the production of sidewinder missiles.  


Studying chemical engineering didn’t include much about Africa so I was happy to learn so much in our training at UCLA. After a pleasant in-country two week training with Nigeria I Peace Corps volunteers we were taken to our schools.** I was picked up in Enugu by the priest and head master of my school. As we drove south he pointed with pride to the large churches along the way that were built by his tribe, the Holy Ghost fathers.  “Built by a black man”, he sneered as he pointed to some poorly built churches. We took an eight mile unpaved short cut that was busy with pedestrians and bicycles. Barefoot women were carrying “loads” on their heads, some had babies wrapped to their backs and little children running alongside. The priest drove recklessly and much to fast. He came close to hitting people, pressed his horn in anger and muttered hateful things as they scurried out of the way. I was feeling dizzy, my face was hot, and there was a lump in my stomach.  


After about a month teaching chemistry I happened to casually mention to the headmaster that only one student passed the first test. The next day he came into my room, lectured the students on their study habits and ordered them all, except Edwin Igbozurike who had passed the test, to line up at the door. As the students passed in front of him he bent each outstretched hand and beat it two or three times with one of the several canes he had with him. He then marched them back into my room and repeated the process on the other hand. The boys were crying as they returned to their seats. I was horrified. When the priest left I told the students that I was very sorry and that it would never happen again. If necessary I was resolved to physically prevent him from beating my students. 


 One day the school carpenter, Mr. Augustine Okemadu, told me that his brother was going to Fourah Bay College to study French. He confided, “I am beginning to worry now that all of the money is paid out and he has signed for the courses. Father said no Ibo man could learn French.”

I assured him that the priest was wrong about Ibos and that his brother would be able to learn French.


Augustine looked puzzled, “I have been wondering about this Ireland. Are there any people there but priests?” 


I said that they weren’t all priests.


“Well, I thought that they were all equal and most of them priests and for this reason they don’t know people. I always listen on the radio to these prime ministers of all these countries and presidents and I never hear anything about Ireland.  Do they have government there or is everybody a priest? These reverend fathers treat everyone like they don’t know any law. They treat workmen like they are very common and only local and cannot do a good job which is worth a fair price.”***

I didn’t let the headmaster ruin my experience. Those two years in the Peace Corps were most happy, exciting and wonderful. I learned more than any other time in my life. My two years in Nigeria were peaceful. How could I have missed seeing the coming apocalypse called Biafra?4 On a third class train trip from Enugu to Kaduna I did notice that while the people of different ethnic groups were very kind and helpful to me they ignored each other. And we had a Yoruba Peace Corps driver who told us that the Ibos ate people. 


 Most of the time I felt celebrated and admired as an American and part of “Kennedy’s Peace Corps.” Once while showing a USIS film on Kennedy I heard my Nigerian friend, John Nwosu, saying, as in a duet with Kennedy, his inaugural address. But there was that one time I was chased by a machete waving member of a group dancing down the road with a man dressed in a ceremonial mask and raffia palm costume. Heck, I just wanted to take one little picture. That was really pretty traumatic for the first month in country.   


At the end of two years the admiration and respect for America extended all the way home through Egypt, Greece, Russia and France. I was in Moscow for Kennedy’s funeral, the hotel maids were crying as they watched the ceremony on TV. The admiration and respect disappeared with what Robert McNamara has agreed was a tragic mistake in Vietnam. I joined a large group of returned volunteers and became active in the Committee of Returned Volunteers. Our only purpose was to help end the war and get our troops home alive. Today I am part of West Virginia Patriots for Peace. Each Friday at noon in downtown Charleston, West Virginia, we have a one hour vigil holding a “Wall of Remembrance” with the name, age, hometown, and date of death of soldiers killed in Iraq. When we started there were 800 names.****


My first job after the Peace Corps was as West Virginia University’s first full-time foreign student advisor. With 150 students from other parts of the world, WVU also had an East African agriculture program with fifty-two students from Kenya, Uganda and Tanganyika. They had made some pretty bad mistakes, like housing all these various ethnic groups in one section of a student apartment building. And the unwritten housing policy was to place Black with Black, Asian with Asian.... Of course no African was assigned a white roommate. On top of that the barbershops were segregated. With help from the African-American and Caucasian-American students we integrated the housing and the barbershops. As the Vietnam War got worse a group of students formed a chapter of Students for a Democratic Society and I signed on as a charter member.  These students were idealistic and peaceful. My membership in SDS and participation in the first picket at WVU against the war and a picket against Robert Byrd receiving an honorary doctorate did not please the president of the University. It became obvious that I might as well resign. The picket against Byrd was when his only claims to fame were that he had been a KKK organizer and filibustered the Civil Rights Act.  He has since redeemed himself and has courageously opposed the war on Iraq.

 
Nigeria was like West Virginia in some ways. The railroads in Nigeria were designed to bring raw materials to the coast to be shipped to Britain. Railroads in West Virginia were designed to carry out the logs and coal and deliver it out of state. When I returned to West Virginia the similarity to a third world nation disturbed me and led to my involvement with environmental groups that are trying to stop the coal industry’s destruction of West Virginia mountains and streams with mountain top removal strip-mining. So I am now vice president for state affairs of the West Virginia Highlands Conservancy and vice president of the Kanawha State Forest Foundation.  I also participate in the activities of the Ohio Valley Environmental Coalition, the West Virginia Environmental Council, Friends of Mountains, The Sierra Club and the Coal River Mountain Watch. 

*It was later revealed that the CIA was responsible for Lumumba’s murder.
** Nigeria 1 was the first of three groups of Peace Corps Volunteers that arrived in Nigeria in late 1961. I was in Nigeria 3. We trained at UCLA and Nigeria 1 trained at Harvard.

*** Mr. Augustine Okemadu was an excellent carpenter. He built all the home furniture in the teacher’s and headmaster’s homes and the lab tables in the new science lab that was being built when I arrived at the school. When my daughter was born I requested and he designed and built screens on the windows to keep the mosquitoes away from her.

****In 2009 over 4,000 American soldiers have been killed in Iraq and close to ten times that have been wounded.

*****Eastern Nigeria seceded from the rest of the country and a brutal civil war followed in which the Soviet Union and England supported the Nigerian government and China and France supported the Biafrans. It was all about oil in the Niger Delta and Biafra lost and ceased to exist.

West Virginia Power

April 11, 2005

A few years ago the Charleston Gazette reported that the coal companies’ decided to ratchet up their public relations. They were alarmed by industry polls showing 80% of West Virginians opposed to mountain top removal. They came up with such deceptions as the absurd billboard that calls coal a “cleaner, greener” energy* and a program that takes their brainwashing into classrooms, even kindergarten classes. 

West Virginia Power looks like the newest partner in the coal company’s public relation scams. West Virginia Power is the new name for the Charleston Class A baseball team. The name was inspired by the energy production in West Virginia and the fact that the power of West Virginia government is in Charleston. Their logo is the Capitol with POWER written beneath.  By all indications the naming of the team is a way of promoting big coal in West Virginia and that means promoting mountain top removal strip mining. 



The owners of West Virginia Power must be frustrated that the mountain top removal pending on the edge of Charleston (just 300 feet from Kanawha State Forest) isn’t ready for “reclamation”. What a coup it would have been to build a baseball park on a decapitated mountain. This would add to the illusion that “reclaimed” mountain top removal sites are loaded with economic development. In reality only 5% of the over 400,000* West Virginia acres, ruined by mountain top removal, has any economic development.



Friends of Coal (FOC) and the West Virginia Coal Association got into the bidding for the naming rights for the new baseball park. FOC and the Coal Association is essentially the same thing.  FOC is a coal company creation disguised as a grassroots organization. FOC is a descendent of the company town with its company store, company union and company preacher. What grassroots organization has the money to even consider buying the naming “rights” to a baseball park?   FOC even hired a public relations firm (they are paid to act like they believe something) to speak for them. The same FOC spokesperson from the public relations firm is also the president of West Virginians Against Law Suit Abuse which helped put Don Blankenship's boy** on the Supreme Court. 


I guess the owners of Power figured that FOC West Virginia would not be a good name for the new venue so Appalachian Electric Power, a consumer of mountains through their use of mountain top removal coal, is naming the park after themselves for $125,000 a year. The public is putting about $20 million into the team and park but we were not asked to help with the names.


There are plans for a cute little coal train inside our new park to represent, I suppose, the hauling away of our mountains. And how about gagging on your hot dog at the “Coal Car Café” and “Mine Shaft” concession stands. Won’t it be cute if they accept scrip?  


Professional baseball in Charleston has always been a marginal operation. To save face the coal companies will have to keep The Power afloat when the inevitable decline in attendance follows the initial novelty. And AEP sure doesn’t want The Power turned off so they are probably going to subsidize it even more–heck everyone might get in free to keep the Power on.  Now there is a socialist concept!  Free baseball!  


The Power will no doubt have events like Massey Energy Night and Arch Coal Night. Considering the coal companies’ history, here are some special evenings that would be more appropriate: Buffalo Creek Night*** in honor of the 125 killed; Black Lung Night with free oxygen hookups; Take a Mountain Home Night, the first one thousand fans would get a miniature baseball bat made of coal from their favorite destroyed mountain.


 For the nature lovers there could be The Old Swimming Hole Night or Dead Fish Night in remembrance of the over 1000 miles of streams (longer than the Ohio River) covered with mountain top removal waste. Fisherman’s Night would celebrate the fish contaminated with mercury from Appalachian Power’s smokestacks.  


For the children, struggling to breath and competing with Appalachian Power for air, there could be Asthma Night. Sludge Night would help us keep in mind the Marsh Fork Elementary School children who learn at the base of a huge sludge pond. A second sludge night would be for the giant Massey sludge pond failure into the Tug River. A follow up could be Sludge Wrestling Night.  On Overloaded Coal Truck Night, fans could dodge them as they speed around the parking lots. Flood Night would honor the people killed and homes destroyed by mountain top removal induced floods.


There could be a Scab Night for those who have ever crossed a UMWA picket line. On Workers Comp Night, crippled coal miners would pay extra to get in.  And during the seventh inning stretch on UMWA Night, Don Blankenship would be stretched in effigy.


The Power intends to honor towns with community nights.  Sylvester Night would be a good community to show how big coal treats its neighbors. Fans would have their seats and faces covered with coal dust. Of course the power in the luxury boxes would look down on the game in clean air conditioned comfort. Ghost Town Night would recall all the towns boarded up by the replacement of 100,000 miners by continuous miners, long wall machines and mountain top removal. Jumping around and threatening people on all these nights will be Axe, the violent and destructive looking coal mascot.


To close out the season how about Coal Sucks Night and invite all the politicians who grovel before big coal. Every living past and present governor would be guests of honor. Remember when Jay Rockefeller changed his mind about strip mining and became an advocate of mountain top removal to get elected and do you remember when Arch Moore took payoffs from coal companies? New Governor Joe Manchin has promised big coal he will speed up the decapitation of our mountains. And don’t forget the most recently disgraced Governor Bob Wise’s devotion to the coal companies.    


I figured The Power people might name our new publicly funded ball park Massey Energy Field or Don Blankenship Park to rub West Virginia’s nose in the dog poop left over from the rubbing of noses in the last election. Remember what’s his name, that Supreme Court justice the Don bought? Appalachian Power would gain far more in public respect if they named our new park the Miner’s Memorial Park to honor the over 20,000 West Virginia coal miners killed and the untold thousands, like my dad, who were maimed and blinded for life. The miners are the real producers of the energy, not the power company and not the coal companies–they are nothing without the miners.  


Appalachian Power could honor the memory of perhaps the youngest victim ever of big coal by naming the new park the Jeremy Davidson Baseball Field. Jeremy was the three-year-old boy crushed to death, while asleep in his bed, by a boulder from a mountain top removal strip mine.  

*Walker Machinery has since put up billboard ads that say “Clean Coal, The Carbon Neutral Fuel” and “Clean Coal, Clean Water” Joseph Goebbels would have been proud.

**Blankenship is president of Massey Energy, the largest coal company in West Virginia which is of course headquartered out of state. He paid five million dollars to defeat a progressive, pro-labor West Virginia Supreme Court justice and replace him with a corporate lawyer of no particular distinction. It has paid huge dividends.  John Grisham wrote the novel “Appeal” based on this episode.

***On February 26, 1972, Buffalo Creek in Logan County was wiped out by a failed coal sludge dam. 125 people were killed.

Ivory Bill

The Charleston Gazette, May 5, 2005


The other day I overheard someone say with a happy voice, “Did you read Susanna Rodell’s* column this morning?” The next day I read that excellent and environmentally sensitive article about the discovery of an Ivory Bill woodpecker.  The Ivory Bill was believed to be extinct.  She wrote that, “...the great birds disappeared as their habitat was logged into oblivion.”


Every spring there are beautiful song birds living in central and South America who pack up and head north to the mountains of West Virginia. It is hard to imagine that those little sweet sounding fellers can fly across the Gulf of Mexico! They even have beautiful names. Cerulean Warbler translates to Sky Blue Warbler. Like our relatives who moved to Ohio and North Carolina, they love this place and they want their young ones to enjoy the forests and streams and mountains. They return expecting that their habitat will still be here where they were born and where they learned to fly and sing. But like the habitat of the Ivory Bill which was logged to oblivion, the nesting habitat of our lovely birds from Latin America is being mined to oblivion. 


In 2002 a Federal study reported that in the previous ten years 381,000 acres of forest were lost to mountain top removal strip mining. The same study says that by 2012 the total lost will be 1.4 million acres.  This will be equal to a mile wide swath from the tip of the northern panhandle of West Virginia all the way to Key West Florida. That is almost a million and a half football fields, or Wal-Mart’s, or golf driving ranges.

   
Three of the little songbirds gracing us with their presence in West Virginia summers are the Cerulean Warbler, the Black Throated Green Warbler, and the Louisiana Water Thrush. A report of the Forest Service in 2003 found that the latter two were “losers” in surveys of “reclaimed” mountaintop removal sites.  Song birds are very sensitive to fragmentation of forested breeding habitat. Mountain top removal is the ultimate in forest fragmentation. Our forests are being fragged by the coal companies and a wink of the eye by the Department of Environmental Protection.


The Gazette editorial policy seems to have shifted to joining the Department of Environmental Protection in winking at the fragging of our mountains. The Gazette has quit taking an editorial stand against what is the worst environmental disaster on earth. Nowhere else are 1.4 million acres of a mountain range being destroyed and the Gazette editorial page is just watching it happen.  


We are all happy that the Ivory Bill is back and we hope the Gazette will come back too and regain its past editorial concern for our mountains and the people who live in the shadow of the monstrous mountain top removal. I urge the Gazette to please continue to be concerned for the birds and include in that concern our lovely Appalachian song birds who travel so far to be with us.


Or, As Dr. Suess wrote in The Lorax, “Unless someone like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is going to get better.  It’s not.”

*Susanne Rodell was the editorial page editor of the Charleston Gazette.

Rape Is Evil

The Charleston Gazette, 2005

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1In Susanna Rodell’s first editorial on mountain top removal she chastised the people at Coal River Mountain Watch for using the word “atrocity” to describe mountain top removal strip mining. She thought it an exaggeration. She did not bother to criticize the gross exaggeration of coal company ads that claim by beheading mountains and dumping the waste in the valleys below they are somehow making them better. 

Ms. Rodell’s most recent editorial implied that the Mountain Justice Summer volunteers were exaggerating to claim that coal companies are evil. One confirmation of that evil, as if just the sight of mountain top removal isn’t enough, is the story of a young woman who, as part of her job, rode into the coal fields with some coal company officials. When she returned she exclaimed to a co-worker, “They are evil.”


Ms. Rodell wrote, “Here's the thing that bothers me the most: How many of us who are so upset at the rape of the mountains are equally concerned about the human beings who work there?” It took honesty and courage for Ms. Rodell to include herself among those of us who see mountain top removal as rape. Everyone agrees that rape is evil. Ms. Rodell sees mountain top removal as rape. I am sure she would call rape an evil act. It is not a long jump for her to agree with the Mountain Justice Summer volunteers that the coal industry is evil since it rapes our mountains and that this rape is an atrocity

Destroying our mountains does support some families. But monstrous draglines and other large equipment like longwall machines have replaced over 100,000 families formerly supported by coal mining. There will be no jobs for the descendents of the 4,000 miners who work at decapitating our mountains. If the mountains had been left to grow hardwoods the new growth alone would amount to enough wood to build 5,000 houses every year, forever. Yet Ms. Rodell chokes on words like atrocity and evil as being exaggerations. There is no exaggeration that can match what the coal companies are doing to our mountains.

*Susanne Rodell was the editorial editor for the Charleston Gazette.

Farewell to The Mountains

The Charleston Gazette

A clever headline writer nailed it with “Farewell to the Mountains.” That was the headline on Susanna Rodell’s last column as editorial page editor of the Gazette. It is not so much that she is leaving but more importantly she abandoned the mountains.


Some of what Ms. Rodell wrote in her last editorial is worth repeating: “I’ve seen what mountain top removal does and it’s truly appalling. It makes huge swathes of the state’s forested hills—the kind of primeval landscape now so precious and rare in America—look like the surface of the moon.” Why oh why, I thought, have you not been saying that for the last three years? 

On a couple of occasions Ms. Rodell’s editorials claimed that people who live near and suffer most from mountain top removal use exaggerated language in describing their loss. It is almost impossible to exaggerate mountain top removal; it is itself a gross exaggeration. But in her parting editorial Ms. Rodell appeared to agree with the language of those most afflicted by mountain top removal. She wrote, “The landscape that’s been subject to this sort of rape will never recover.”  

Among the assaults on our environment Ms. Rodell agreed that mountain top removal might be, “…the absolute, down-and-dirty, worst-case manifestation of the process.”  She says, “It eats up primeval landscape at warp speed and creates the ugliest consequences I’ve ever seen.”But just as I thought she was among the saved Ms. Rodell cops out. Because of her feelings of guilt about using coal-fired electricity and her concern for West Virginia’s short term economy she justifies her three year failure to address the issue of our disappearing mountains. 

 
Ms. Rodell thinks that ending mountain top removal would destroy West Virginia’s economy. She agrees with the coal barons that quarterly profits make an economy. It is this short-term greed that destroys the economy in the long run. Mountain top removal is ending all hope of a future for West Virginia, be it economic or spiritual. If she is truly concerned about our long-range economy Ms. Rodell would advocate for the abolition of mountain top removal.

Just one example of our future economic loss is in the hardwood timber industry. Every year we lose 100,000,000 board feet of new growth timber that would have grown on the mountains already destroyed. This could build 5,000 houses every year forever. Since this is just the new growth there would be no net loss of forest volume. The loss of renewable forest growth increases with each mountain removed and valley smothered. 

Ms. Rodell figures the Gazette can “…at least try to ensure that those who are chewing up the landscape abide by the regulations now in place.” She had multiple opportunities to help ensure that the regulations were followed. She could have been a voice from the editorial page that pulled with Ken Ward and Paul Nyden in their heroic reports of the tragedy of mountain top removal. But she refused to speak out against what she now calls rape.

Ms. Rodell states that it is not responsible to buy into a crusade unless she is willing to contemplate the consequences of its success. By default she is buying into the “success” of the continued rape of our mountains. She saw the rape but stood by silently while the mountains screamed for her help.

Ms. Rodell turned her back on our mountains and now she waves goodbye as they disappear. 

Buying Votes in Lincoln County

The Charleston Gazette, January 24, 2006

The poorest of the poor are vulnerable to the vultures offering cash and other benefits for votes. The cure for vote buying and a lot of other things is full employment at decent wages. People with good jobs seldom sell their votes. Few people making $20 an hour are willing to sell their birthright for less than they can make in an hour of honest work.


It is risky for a poor person to turn down any offer they get to sell their vote. When I lived in Lincoln County, the Jackson-Stowers faction of the Democrat Party controlled the Board of Education, the County Commission and the welfare department thus controlling almost all of the jobs in the county. A poor person or one of their relatives could easily get hurt economically for not cooperating with that kind of power.

 
A few years ago a man close to the operation told me that there were 160 votes for sale at one precinct in Lincoln County. The man should know because his wife worked inside the polling place and gave signals to the paymaster outside when bought votes were cast as directed. A vote sold to the winning side might get some gravel in your driveway courtesy of the other taxpayers. One Election Day dirt roads all over Lincoln County were paved. 

A neighbor offered to drive me to the polls to vote, with the understanding that I would be paid. When I told him that I wouldn’t sell my vote, he pointed to the new gravel in his driveway and asked, “I got a load of gravel for my vote, what will you get for yours?”  

If you are smart enough to sell your vote to the winning side and your kid gets in trouble with the law the charges can mysteriously disappear. A traffic ticket can be dismissed if you are a “friend” of the ruling political faction. Now if you bet on the wrong horse, you could be in deep trouble. One beer joint owner found out real fast what it means to get on the wrong side of Lincoln County’s ruling families. Cops waited at closing time down the road from his tavern and arrested anyone leaving who was driving under the influence. Sometimes I felt that the Soviet Union was probably a whole bunch of Lincoln Counties, back to back. 

Votes are not always bought with money. Often substances of real value are offered. The older generation likes to sell their votes for some whiskey while the younger go for marijuana. 

It was a hoot to read in the Gazette of Jerry Weaver, the disgraced Lincoln County Assessor, allowing as how he fixed traffic violations based on friendship and not votes. It’s not clear if he was bragging about being a prince of a guy or just revealing his lack of a moral compass. Perhaps he thought it was not a crime to fix a ticket if done for friendship. Kind of reminds me of Chicago Mayor Daley the elder answering to charges of nepotism. It’s the American way, he said, to take care of your family. 

 
According to the Gazette, the federal prosecutors are going to recommend home confinement for Greg Stowers!* That will confirm the Lincoln County cynicism that the big guys always get off.  The disgraced Stowers, who resigned his circuit clerk position after pleading guilty, admitted that he organized and led the vote-buying program. Amazingly he is going to get to lounge at home in exchange for snitching on the people he hired to break the law.* Hopefully he will rat on those above him too. 

It is also revealing that the Federal prosecutors are not going to ask Mr. Stowers to squeal on his family. The logical conclusion is that there is something very bad he could say about his kin. In return for snitching on his private army his relatives walk. 

Greg Stowers is no small player in the Democratic Party. Among his good friends are both of West Virginia’s United States Senators**. Greg was a member of the state Democrat Executive Committee. His brother Lyle is vice-chairman of that committee. They inherited their power from their father Wiley Stowers. Getting caught verified the commonly held opinion in Lincoln County that the boys aren’t nearly as smart as the old man. 

A school administrator, active in Lincoln County Republican politics, told me in 1979 that every school bond issue election that ever passed was stolen. In a fit of deformed social responsibility, Democratic and Republican leaders decided that for the good of the school system the bond issues should pass. They joined forces to rig the elections. Lincoln county parents are so united against school consolidation that it was politically expedient to let them have their way and defeat bond issues that would match School Building Authority grants. 

Another school official, who has played both sides of the political fence, told me that he bought votes for the Stowers faction back when the old man was running things. He expressed disgust for people who would sell their vote. Sort of like a “John’s” disgust for a prostitute. A man who taught Principles of Democracy to high school students was caught with a trunk load of half pint bottles of whiskey destined for the polling places.

An election can be won in Lincoln County by investing just $5000 in vote buying. Maybe all past elections should be nullified and monitors from the United Nations brought in to supervise new elections.

 
Corruption is not a southern West Virginia phenomenon. Arch Moore*** is from the northern panhandle and Jerry Messatesta lives in the eastern panhandle. Neither do the Republicans have reason to get smug, old Arch was not a Democrat and neither is Tom DeLay. Wealthy people have bought both parties and victimize the poor and, in turn, all citizens.   

*Stowers did actually serve some prison time.

**Senators Robert Byrd and Jay Rockefeller

***Governor Moore did time in Federal prison for lying and stealing. Democratic Governor Wally Barren also went to prison for bribing a jury foreman in a trial in which Barren was being tried for bribery.

Twisted Gun

The Huntington Herald-Dispatch July 8, 2006

I was driving through Mingo County and saw a sign that pointed to the Twisted Gun golf course. I had to drive up there and see what the coal company TV ads have been bragging about.


 In David Walsh’s June 15 Herald-Dispatch puff piece on Twisted Gun he exudes about the view. He says that when golfers drive up to the parking lot they see a stark contrast. Stark is right, in every direction there is stark reminder that the beautiful mountains are gone. There was not a tree in sight. It was green fairways sitting in the middle of a moonscape. Of course there were no trees. The native hardwoods like hickory and oak will never grow there, nor will the lush understory of an unmolested Appalachian hardwood forest. 

Walsh writes that golfers have unobstructed views of ridges in West Virginia, Kentucky and Virginia. The view is unobstructed because the closest mountains have been blasted away.


One golfing official allowed as how, “It best exemplifies what coal operators can do.” It sure does! The destroyed mountains all around and the streams filled in with mine waste show what the mine operators can do.  


The same official said that the hills are a hurdle to having more great courses. Well what a pity that those pesky old Appalachian Mountains get in the way of knocking a small white ball around. Who needs the mountains if it means we can’t play golf?


The title of the article “Twisted Gun turns coal mine to gold mine.” is surely a joke. There were 17 cars in the parking lot at 3 pm on a Thursday. I suppose three or four of those belong to employees. That golf course will never pay for itself. It will probably never meet operating expenses. It will never be shut down as long as the coal companies can use it for their propaganda. 

Walsh wrote that there are reminders of the region’s heritage everywhere. If destroyed mountains is our heritage it is certainly viewed in all directions from Twisted Gun. A stark reminder of what our children are inheriting. So far that heritage is to the tune of 500,000 acres of destroyed mountains. To get a grasp on 500,000 acres try to imagine a quarter mile swath of destruction from New York to San Francisco. Only five per cent of the destroyed mountains have any kind of “economic development.”  475,000 acres look like the moon with non-native grass that could grow through Teflon.

The golf official who seemed to be able to ignore the destruction all around Twisted Gun asked, "What more could you want?"


How about the end of mountain top removal.      

Christian Jihad?

The Charleston Gazette, October 8, 2006

In a recent Gazette article, Joseph C. Atkins recited a list of Moslem atrocities. Atkins observed that, “All my life, from Sirhan to today, we have known little of Islam but as a religion of blood-thirsty killers. Muslims, not Christians, not Jews, not Buddhists, not Hindus carried out these atrocities.” 

It is simple to selectively look at history, pick out certain events, leave out others and come to a distorted conclusion. A casual view of Atkins’ time frame will reveal that if Islam is a bloodthirsty religion it surely isn’t the only one.

 
Atkins’ beginning with Sirhan Sirhan’s murder of Robert Kennedy was especially poignant for me. As a Kennedy campaign volunteer on Election Day I took voters to the polls in the mission district of San Francisco. On television that evening I saw my candidate murdered by a Moslem. Earlier that year Martin Luther King had been murdered and not by a Moslem. 

In 1968, the year Sirhan murdered Kennedy, an army of Viet Cong, I assume mostly of the Buddhist culture, in the TET offensive, killed thousands of Christians and Buddhists.  In that sad, mad war, America’s Christian Quaker president Nixon ordered the bombing and invasion of Cambodia and Laos, killing thousands of Buddhists. And there was Mai Lay where “Christian” American soldiers murdered Buddhist women and children. In the Vietnam deception there was the irony of a Jewish Secretary of State of our oft-claimed “Christian” nation ordering the carpet bombing of Buddhist Hanoi on the eve of the birthday of baby Jesus. 

“Christian” America has been at war most of my life. Since I was born in 1936, America has invaded and/or bombed at least 21 countries. This does not include the CIA supplying arms, mercenaries, and intelligence to one side or the other, sometimes, as in the case of the Iran-Iraq war, to both sides. 

Maybe the devil made them do it, but in World War II “Christian” America and Great Briton fire bombed Dresden killing 400,000 mostly Christian civilians. The Nazis, also of the Christian culture, murdered 6 million European Jews and 20 million Russians. The Shinto Japanese raped Confucian Nanking. A Christian president ordered the vaporization of hundreds of thousands of Shintos, Buddhists and Christians with nuclear weapons. Buddhist’s in Cambodia created the killing fields and murdered 1,000,000 fellow Buddhists. In India, Hindus have been known to go on periodic Moslem and Sikh killing rampages. Pat Robertson, a self-appointed TV spokesman for Jesus, called for the murder of the president of Venezuela. Four American soldiers in Iraq are accused of raping a girl and murdering her Moslem family. A West Virginia woman and her fellow “Christian” American guards tortured and sexually abused Moslem prisoners at Abu Ghrab. And there is the American concentration camp secretly away from Christian eyes down there in Cuba.   

Our born again Christian president* confessed, maybe bragged is more like it, to operating secret CIA prisons. Guess what they do to prisoners in secret prisons.  If the CIA isn’t torturing Moslem prisoners just why does our born again leader exclude the CIA from the Geneva Convention ban on torture?  It is astounding that we are even debating whether torture is right or wrong, what has happened to us?

Every belief has a long list of killers, often their very heroes. It was Martin Luther who had the Anabaptists, precursor of the Mennonites, placed in cages and lifted to the ceiling of cathedrals and left there. John Calvin slowly burned Unitarian theologian Miguel Serveto, taking half an hour to kill him. “Saint” Augustine approved the killing of Donatists in North Africa. When Catholic Columbus was exterminating and enslaving native populations in the new world, his brother in Christ, Torquemada, was torturing and burning Jews and Moslems in Spain. And now Israeli Jews and neighboring Moslems continue to spill one another’s blood.

There just isn’t enough space to enumerate the atrocities exchanged between Protestants and Catholics in Northern Ireland or the Christian Crusades against Moslems, Jews and just about anyone in their way. Our born again leader declared at the beginning of his war on Iraq that it was a crusade. His word “crusade” must have confirmed the Moslem world’s suspicions.

Perhaps not noticing the moat in Christian eyes, Atkins instructs the Moslems that it is their responsibility to change the perception of Islam from bloodthirsty cult to peace-loving culture. Ah so, and it is the responsibility of Christians to prove they are followers of the Prince of Peace. Following Jesus isn’t easy for the Bible says that Christian’s must love enemies, return good for evil, turn the other cheek and forgive seventy times seven.

In Atkin’s most recent article he seems to suggest that Christians are about ready to quit being Christians. In what sounds like a veiled threat, Atkins wrote, “I also believe that for more and more Christians across the globe and, especially here in 80 percent Christian America, Sister Leonella’s dying words--“I forgive. I forgive.”--are increasingly more difficult to live by.”  Is Atkins calling for a Christian Jihad? 

*George W. Bush

Sculpting the Earth

The Huntington Herald Dispatch, September 22, 2007


In a September 7 opinion column (“MU and area have been great to Friends of Coal”), Bill Raney, president of the West Virginia Coal Association, and Andrew Jordan, president of the so-called “Friends of Coal” praised coal miners as if that is who they represent. Raney and Jordan represent the owners of the coal companies, not the miners. Jordan is himself a strip mine operator.


Their column tried to link loving West Virginia and rooting for the Marshall University and West Virginia University football teams with support of the coal companies.


A few years ago, the coal companies admitted that 80 percent of West Virginians oppose mountaintop removal. So there are a bunch of us who cheer for the Herd and/or Mountaineers who do not cheer for what the coal companies are doing to our mountains.


Marshall and WVU sold out really cheaply. The coal companies, masquerading as a grassroots organization, bought each WVU-Marshall football game for less than two four-year scholarships per school.


University officials refer to football games as products and exalt that the Friends of Coal Bowl will enhance the coal industry “image.” The coal barons have had more than 100 years to develop a good image, but they must have failed if it still needs to be enhanced. 


To counter their bad reputation, they rolled out a public relations blitz and created Friends of Coal, an instant “grassroots” organization. Some ads feature the indignity of former Marshall and WVU coaches paid to spout coal company propaganda. They try to convince us that destroying half a million acres of West Virginia mountains and burying a thousand miles of streams is good for us.

The Friends of Coal Bowl is propaganda, not education. Marshall and WVU are supposed to be educational institutions, not willing agents for corporate propaganda. As a WVU alumnus and former employee, I was saddened to see my university making a deal with people who want to destroy the very reason we call ourselves mountaineers. 


Imagine a pleasant dream: WVU and Marshall put education first. They call their game the Friends of Mountains Bowl and tell the true story of coal in West Virginia. The football players, cheerleaders, coaches and referees wear symbols that honor the more than 20,000 miners killed in state mines and the hundreds of thousand disabled by black lung and mine accidents. The video boards show re-enactments of the fight for black lung benefits, better safety, wages and work conditions, the Battle of Blair Mountain, news clips of the Farmington mine disaster, the Buffalo Creek flood and Sago. Green armbands are worn in memory of the half a million acres of dead mountains and the thousand miles of streams filled with mine waste.


Raney and Jordan refer to the massive destruction of our Appalachian Mountains as “sculpting the earth.” What a cute phrase—a new euphemism for total devastation. Strip mining was changed to “surface mining,” mountaintop removal became mountain top mining and now they “sculpt the earth.” So expect that soon they will refer to mountaintop removal as “mountaintop sculpting.” Massive destruction becomes art.

Clean Coal
The Charleston Gazette, December 4, 2007

The Gazette gave smiles to the coal industry for putting two golf courses on “reclaimed” flattened mountains and to Massey for an office building on land they had flattened. But there has been nary a frown for the hundreds of thousands of acres destroyed by mountain top removal or for the hundreds of miles of streams buried. 

And a Gazette editorial observed that coal companies should pursue "clean coal" technology. “Clean coal” is an oxy-moron invented by the coal companies. There is nothing clean about the massive destruction caused by mountain top removal.

This letter to the editor concerned only the editorial page of the Charleston Gazette. In reporting about the devastation of mountain top removal strip mining the Gazette has been the number one newspaper in the country. Award winning reporters Ken Ward and Paul Nyden have and are doing an excellent service for the people of West Virginia in their courageous presentation of the truth about mountain top removal strip mining.
Liquid Coal Will Be Costly, Too

The Charleston Gazette, January 13, 2008
 


In his Dec. 16 commentary, Roger Nicholson, a senior vice president

of International Coal Group (Sago* was theirs) said he wants his children to settle in this beautiful state. He figures that coal-to-liquid plants will make that possible. What he fails to mention is that those plants will increase already massive

mountaintop removal strip mining. With that increase there may be no beautiful West Virginia left for Nicholson’s children to find jobs. The beauty will be gone with the disappearance of even more mountains and the burial of even more streams.

Jeff Goodell says in his book Big Coal that about 3.5 barrels of water are consumed for every barrel of fuel made from coal. Nicholson backs Gov. Manchin’s goal of producing 1.3 billion gallons of fuel from coal every year. That will take about 5 billion gallons of water per year, 14 million gallons a day. Boy, that ought to dry up a bunch of streams, underground aquifers and water wells.

Goodell also says that the carbon dioxide produced in coal-to-liquid plants can be 50 to 100 percent higher than that in the refining of petroleum. Nicholson sloughs off concerns of reputable scientists about the increase of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere.

Nicholson tried to place negative labels on thousands of West Virginians who love the mountains just as they are. He called us extremists, alarmists, obstructive and a vocal minority. Nicholson becomes extreme and alarmist himself in the act of trying to scapegoat people who love mountains more than they do coal and money. For the coal industry to call anyone else extreme is a knee-slapper. It is hard to imagine what could be more extreme than the massive mountaintop removal strip-mining that will increase with coal-to-liquid plants.

Contrary to Nicholson’s mean-spirited labels, the people I know who love the mountains just as they are more easily fit the labels of gentle, kind, aware and intelligent. They are folks who are indeed alarmed at the destruction of hundreds of thousands of acres of West Virginia mountains. They are extremely angered by the burying of over a thousand miles of West Virginia headwaters. And the only thing they want to obstruct is the wholesale destruction of the environment, a very worthy obstruction. Thanks to the first amendment to our Constitution, we are all free to be vocal. 

We are not a minority as Nicholson claims; far from it. Even if we were a minority, we still would have the right to be vocal, to express our opinions, to seek mercy from the courts. Vocal is good. Indeed, for democracy to survive we must be vocal when we see crimes against man and nature.

Predictably, Nicholson wraps himself in the flag. He uses the phrases “help our country,” and “our nation’s energy needs.” We are called upon to be patriotic, to remain silent, and to be a sacrifice zone for the rest of the country. Nicholson seems to be paraphrasing the infamous quote from the Vietnam War; we have to destroy the state to save it and the nation.

And jobs, they never leave out jobs, except at the mine site. When my dad was an underground miner there were over 100,000 miners in West Virginia. Now there are fewer than 20,000. As Larry Gibson says, if that is job-creation, I hope they stop before they run clear out of jobs. Whenever it will save money, coal miners will continue to be replaced with machines. No matter what smoke screens the coal companies put up, it is money they care about.

At permit hearings on mountaintop removal and other forms of strip mining, it is always the same. Speakers for the permit stand to make money from the destruction of the mountains. Those who speak against the permit are not there for the money, they are there for the mountains. Those who want more mountains destroyed are in it for the money. 

Upton Sinclair said it best: “It is difficult to get a man to understand something when his salary depends upon his not understanding it.”

*On January 2, 2006 eleven coal miners died from carbon monoxide poisoning after an explosion in the International Coal Group’s mine in Sago, Upshur County, West Virginia
Giant Wind Turbines in Almost Heaven
The West Virginia Highlands Conservancy’s Highlands Voice

I don't want to see the beautiful highlands of West Virginia industrialized with giant windmills. I also want the horrible practice of mountain top removal to stop.
 
David Buhrman of Mountain Communities for Responsible Energy wrote an article in the April Highlands Voice entitled Greenbrier County Group Opposes Windfarm. Among other things he suggested that we should focus on making coal "cleaner". 
    
"Clean coal" is a coal industry public relations slogan, it is an oxymoron. There is nothing clean about the way mountain top removal has destroyed 500,000 acres of West Virginia mountains. Nor is there anything clean about the one thousand miles of West Virginia streams that have been buried in valley fills. "Clean Coal” is 2.8 billion gallons of sludge (waste water runoff from “cleaning” coal) looming over the Marsh Fork elementary school at Sundial in Raleigh County.  
    
In areas where the mountains and streams are being destroyed we are fighting for everything that is dear to us, our beloved mountains, water, homes, health and most of all our children. The people opposed to windmills in the West Virginia highlands and those of us fighting the horror of mountain top removal are natural allies. Both should be fighting for the right of the other to preserve their environments.
    
I hope April Crowe, a Conservancy member living in Trout, speaks for other members of Mountain Communities for Responsible Energy. She wrote this in the Charleston Gazette: "In regards to mountaintop removal, I have to say that no words could accurately describe the destruction wrought to our state, to Appalachia and to the planet. At a time of global warming when we should be going out of our way to protect the natural and rich biodiversity of our forested mountains, we instead continue to obliterate them. We are in effect extinguishing our own hope of a future in our fragile Mother Earth. Is mankind insane?"
       The proposed Greenbrier County windmills are only fifty miles from mountain top removal. Physically we are close. We need to get closer in fighting the monsters that threaten us both. 
  

Cruel Joke

Charleston Gazette, June 11, 2008

Dear Editor,


I was outraged to see that an April 2008 article in Wonderful West Virginia, a Department of Natural Resources magazine, gave two whole color page photos to the Twisted Gun Golf Course in Mingo County. I have been there, and it is devastation surrounded by devastation. There is nary a tree in sight and all around a view of mountaintop removal strip-mining. The coal companies use that golf course in their propaganda as one of the ways they have “improved” our mountains, made them “better” than they were before. For Wonderful West Virginia to promote a coal industry ad campaign by including this hapless golf course is indeed sad. To wax poetic saying that the course is located on a “heath-like plateau” is a cruel joke.

Aerial Spray for Mountain Top Removal

The Charleston Gazette

The Gazette reported on July 18 that aerial gypsy moth suppression treatment is offered for the 77,904 West Virginia acres defoliated in May and June. We sure could use an aerial suppression treatment on the acres that have been de-mountained by mountaintop removal.

All-Terrain Vehicles in Chief Logan State Park

The Highlands Voice, April 2008

Chief Logan State Park is an oasis in Logan County amid massive destruction done by mountain top removal coal mining. And adding insult to injury, mineral owners recently threatened to drill thirty-five gas wells in the park or sue the state for millions of dollars in “takings”. Now comes more insult in the form of all terrain vehicles (ATV’s). 

Friends of Chief Logan State Park (FCLSP) say a plan is being hatched to connect the Hatfield-McCoy ATV trail to the Chief Logan State Park Lodge. The connector would go through four miles of the park before arriving at the Lodge. The lodge stands on an old strip mine but the four-mile trail would cut a swath through the park that so far has not been assaulted by coal mining or gas wells. 

A FCLSP flier says that, “Four wheeled, motorized vehicles pose a serious threat to wildlife that is protected within the confines of the park. Conservation officers note that easier access to lands not currently open for hunting would create a whole new area of poaching. Loss of vegetation on trails would result in erosion thus greatly impacting the park habitat.” ATVs are not allowed in any of the thirty-eight state parks. Creating a connector would set a precedent to allow access in other state parks. 
The West Virginia State Parks website states that the parks are places of quiet and solitude. ATVs in Chief Logan would surely disturb the peace and quiet of the park. 

Jeff Lusk, executive director of the Hatfield-McCoy Regional Recreation Authority, was quoted in the Logan Banner as saying that the site for the four-mile trail “…will have very little impact on the park itself as it consists of an old goat trail around the ridge of the mountain.”

Follow the politics and money might be the best advice here. The Logan Banner reported that Senate President, Earl Ray Tomblin of Logan County has asked the Hatfield-McCoy Regional Recreation Authority to, “cut a path” to the lodge. The huge, and by my eye ugly, new lodge is underused with only 25.83% in 2006-07. The lodge is in a location where use is not likely to increase. 

To register your opposition to ATVs in Chief Logan State Park and all state parks please contact the Chief of State Parks & Recreation.
Senator Foster’s Mining Stance Troubling

The Charleston Gazette, May 23, 2007
Dear Editor,


Senator Dan Foster* has always seemed to be intelligent, reasonable and environmentally conscious. He was a great help in getting legislation passed to better protect state forests from the destructive practices of the oil and gas industry. I was shocked to read in his op-ed commentary of May 9 that he has fallen for the “clean coal” scam. “Clean coal” becomes a cruel oxymoron when you consider the massive destruction of West Virginia mountains and streams by the coal industry. If the 60 billion tons of coal that Senator Foster say are left in West Virginia leave as much damage as the 10 billion that have already been mined, then there will be nothing left of our once beautiful state.

*Surgeon and Senator Dan Foster is a member of the West Virginia Legislature.

Changing the Rules

Imagine a football game, but this is about something more deadly than 
a game. In this game your team is ahead at the half-time. While your coach is mapping out your second half strategy the losing coach is talking with the rules committee. When you come out for the second half you notice that a very high stonewall has been built on the goal line that your team must cross to score a touchdown.  The referee joins your team in objecting to the wall but the president of the rules committee says the wall stays. The rules have been changed so the other team can win. Of course this cannot happen in a real game, only in a bad dream.
    
The bad dream has become reality. The president of the United States [George W. Bush] is changing the rules that govern the mining of coal. The coal industry aided by Kanawha County delegate and chairman of the judiciary committee, John Amores and others, wants to change the rules that govern how much coal a truck can carry on our roads.
    
After years of coal companies breaking the law, President Bush decides, without public hearings, that in order for the coal companies to continue destroying West Virginia streams he will just change the rules and let the waste from mountain top removal be dumped legally over the sides of our mountains and into our streams. The rules have been broken in the past to fill in one thousand miles of streams in West Virginia.The president is going to make it legal1.  
When citizens complain about illegal over-weight coal trucks and illegally destroyed streams, they aren’t going to be allowed to win. The rules will be changed, a giant wall will be built that they cannot get around nor over.
    
It appears we are living in a country and state where when the big boys get caught breaking the law the government just changes the law and builds a wall to keep citizens out.  It should come as no surprise if citizens, given no chance of winning and deserted by their government, become like the coal companies, environmental extremists.
*And indeed on his way out of office George W. Bush has changed the rule making it legal to dump mine waste into streams.

No Environmentalists in State Delegation
The Charleston Gazette, Fall 2008

Congressman Nick Rahall said, "Coal is under attack, and not only from strident environmentalists..." Raise your hand if you are against mountaintop removal. Those with your hands up are "strident" environmentalists. Rahall is good on the Mon Forest and other public lands, but outside those areas he is 100 percent in favor of destroying every coal-bearing mountain in West Virginia. But alas, so are Capito, Mollohan, Rockefeller and Byrd. None of them are environmentalists, let alone stridently so. I am hoping Anne Barth* will breathe fresh air into our D.C. delegation. 
*Anne Barth was defeated for Congress by incumbent Republican Shelley Moore Capito, daughter of former Governor and convicted felon Arch Moore. One of West Virginia’s other members of Congress, Alan Mollohan, is the son of a former congressman who was defeated for Governor because of a land scheme scandal.

There Isn’t Enough Money

The Charleston Gazette

To paraphrase Fiddler on the Roof--I don’t want a big fortune, just a living. Since teaching was my profession for twenty-one years it was good that I wasn’t very materialistic. With a family of five and a teaching salary, my three children qualified for reduced priced lunches at the high school where I taught. When your kids are eligible for reduced lunches you are very near the poverty level. I am not complaining for myself, I was happy being poor. It’s that hippy gene.
    
Our old house was cold. In the record setting winter of ‘94 the water in the pipes under the house expanded as it froze and thawed. There is an amazing pressure caused by the V shaped water molecules when they slow down and realign; it can even burst brass fittings and iron pipe. Our plastic pipes were no match for the bipolar water molecules. It was three weeks before the temperature got above freezing and I could get under there and re-invent the plumbing. Snow was in our yard for weeks after it was gone in our neighbor’s yards over on the sunny side of the creek. There was an advantage to our location. We had natural air conditioning in the summer. It seldom got above eighty in the house. But that was a disadvantage too, for our house grew the finest blue mold any allergy has ever endured.
    
We could not afford anything near a new car. We thumped around in old clunkers. Again the hippy gene served me well. We got where we needed to go and didn’t quite freeze to death in the house. We were happy and I loved teaching.
    
Unfortunately for the mountains and trees and air and water, most people don’t want to live a simple life. Parents hope their kids will have an opportunity to materially improve or at least not be worse off than their progenitors. Most people who spend the money and time to go to college want to provide the same possibility for their children. Teaching is a sure way to make certain you can't do that. If your spouse works you might afford to send some of your kids to a commuter college. If you reproduce to the tune of two or three kids and your teacher salary is the only one in the house you are probably going to live in a rundown home, drive a clunker and watch your offspring go straight from reduced lunches at school to serving hamburgers for minimum wage and no benefits. All this while former students start out at salaries sometimes twice or more what a teacher with twenty years experience draws.
    
In the real world just about anybody with a family and only one income will avoid the teaching profession. They will find a job that pays more than teaching and where they will not have to put up with those bizarre administrators. To understand bizarre start at the top with a Hank Marockie* and imagine what it is like in the trenches. Where do they get those people?
    
It is a pay cut announcement when the state government tells teachers that health care premiums are going up and coverage is going down. Does anyone think this will attract ambitious, hardworking, dedicated teachers?
    
It gets worse when a teacher retires. Through the magic of inflation and the legislature refusing to pass a cost of living increase, retirement benefits rapidly approach worthless. Now they want to take away the option of trading unused sick days for health care premiums. It should be obvious that taking away benefits will neither keep nor attract good employees.
    
Teachers notice that the people at the top of the roost in West Virginia government get salary increases on a regular basis. Sometimes the increases are more than a retired teacher’s social security and teacher retirement checks combined. Headlines warn that we cannot compete for top talent unless the highest paid people get more money. The same warning holds true for teachers. If the legislature wants to attract dedicated, qualified people who just want to make a living, not a fortune, they better start increasing, instead of decreasing, pay and benefits. We often get what we pay for.        
    
With our pro-business legislature there is probably no solution to this problem. They like to give huge tax breaks to just about anybody who will promise a few jobs. Ostensibly the super tax credits were given as a reward for creating new jobs. Over ten thousand miners have lost their jobs since the coal companies started slopping at the super tax trough. Wal-Mart gets tax gifts from the state for creating jobs but by the time they get through putting older tax-paying businesses out on the street, there is actually a net reduction in employment. 
          Giving all that money away for less than nothing makes it possible for 
governors and legislators to throw up their hands and chant their yearly mantra: “There isn’t enough money”.
*Hank Marockie was the West Virginia Superintendent of Schools. Dan Radmacher, editorial page editor of The Charleston Gazette wrote of Marockie in the spring 2002 issue of The Masthead: “This man's rise and fall were both marked by smug arrogance”… “He believed he was entitled to all the perks of a CEO, too: country club memberships, company cars, inflated salary”…. “$300 dinners with his wife, a bureaucrat in the school system”.... “He charged mileage … for hundreds of luncheon trips from the Capitol to restaurants a couple of miles away….and for driving home to his wife in Wheeling. Sometimes, he charged mileage when he was driving a state car” The state was charged for, “Christmas candy for his secretaries; first-class upgrades on flights and flowers for the funeral of an employee's relative.”…. “The facts were clear enough -- though we never did get all the details of how Marockie spent nearly $100,000 of money from the nonprofit Education Alliance.

Bailout Is Socialism For Capitalists
The Charleston Gazette, winter 2008

I have two credentials for writing about the $700 billion gift to a bunch of anti-socialist capitalists: I once got the only A in a very large economics class at WVU. We engineers were required to take economics but, of course, the economics majors didn't have to return the compliment by taking calculus. My other credential is that I ain't stupid.
     
Karl Marx predicted this downfall of capitalism sometime around 1850. And more recently, my wife and I have been wondering just what was supporting the building of all these huge McMansions and more and more shopping malls. West Virginia has had no increase in population and no increase in jobs. So where is the money coming from?
     
We watch the turnover of fast-food joints, the empty look of older malls and deserted parking lots in front of some of the national franchises right there on Corridor G. We reasoned that if the number of houses are doubled then half of the total houses will go empty and that if the number of malls double then half the stores will go broke. So we figured that half the people must be going broke. Lo and behold here it is. The bottom has dropped out of this foolishness. Half the people are about to go broke.
     
The Bush government solution is a very free-market, conservative kind of solution -- socialism. Only it is socialism for the rich, and of course the rest of us get capitalism. And it ain't gonna be cheap. If it won't work in the capitalist marketplace they pawn it off on the government. That means  me and you because when it comes to something like this, we peasants suddenly become very important to the capitalists. Karl Marx probably never figured that it would all collapse because the capitalists sold their worthless properties to the government, to us.
     
It is only fair that I offer a better solution. So here goes: How about a
$700 billion investment in repairing all our aging national parks and our
decaying school buildings; real research into alternatives to destroying our
mountains to keep the lights on; free health care for all of us and, daggone
it, include my eyes and teeth for that $700 billion? Just this modest
proposal would employ all kinds of hardworking steel workers, plumbers,
carpenters, concrete finishers, roofers, equipment operators, scientists,
mathematicians, engineers, health-care workers, teachers, social workers,
building supply companies, computer programmers, surveyors, architects ... .
There must be a bunch of ways to go in debt $700 billion that are better
than just letting the rich get by with it again.
     
To add more injury to this calamitous insult there was buried on page 3 of the  Sept. 25 Gazette, an article that told of the House of Representatives passing a year-end budget of $630 billion. Dear lord! That and the buyout comes to $1.3 trillion! And that will just be for next year! We may not end up with enough left over to bring my grandson home from Iraq. As if that pullout will ever happen.
     
This is what they said they wanted: free markets, globalization (especially of our debt, like to China) and no government regulations to stifle the muscular engine of capitalism. So let them have it. If the government has to buy them out then it should all belong to us, and by golly I volunteer to manage it for just a cost-of-living adjustment on my teacher retirement check and, of course, eye and ear health coverage. I will not require a golden parachute at the end of my tenure.
     
To get a grip on $1.3 trillion, put in all the zeroes -- $1,300,000,000,000. Or if you tried to spend it all at the rate of a dollar a minute it would take you around 2,500 years. Your spending would be completed about the year 4508, about the same time our government will get out of debt.
     


Irresponsibly Extreme or Extremely Irresponsible?
The Charleston Gazette and the Huntington Herald Dispatch, November, 2008
Perhaps D. Steven Walker, in his OP-ED article of October 23, was looking into a mirror when he called extremists those of us who oppose the massive destruction of our mountains. For what could be more extreme than blasting the mountains away, filling in the valleys with the leftover waste, injecting coal waste sludge into the water table, forever destroying wildlife habitat and eliminating any future renewable hardwood timber industry and its permanent jobs?  And what could be more extreme than building a coal waste sludge pond above a grade school?*

Walker rolls out “clean coal”, the ultimate oxymoron, and includes “environmental opportunities” as one of its benefits. What could he possibly be talking about? What opportunities are in store for the increased mountain top removal that will be made possible by irresponsibly dumping gases from burning coal into our earth, into our water table? There is no way to know what horrible side effects will appear after pumping that waste material into the ground. It is the madness of, “We can’t continue to pollute the air and survive so let’s pollute the earth.” That’s the ticket.


The West Virginia Council of Churches falls into Walker’s definition of “state and national extremist groups.” On September 11, 2007 they issued a statement on mountaintop removal coal mining. These state religious leaders proclaimed that, “Mountaintop removal mining blasts the tops from our mountains and obliterates healthy streams, filling them with waste material. The damage done is permanent and irreplaceable. Once the top of the mountain is removed it cannot be put back. The streams cannot be replaced, and the native hardwood forests and diverse understory do not grow back. The animals, birds, and people are deprived of the welcoming environment that once nurtured their minds, bodies, and spirits and provided food, water, and shelter for them.” 

Walker says the way to sustain WV’s economy is to “responsibly grow the coal industry.” He has been forced by the terrible coal industry reputation of death and destruction to add the qualifying word “responsible.” This is obviously an admission that they haven’t been mining coal responsibly in the past. And from what I see that past comes right up to this very day. Just how do you “responsibly” decapitate mountains and bury a thousand miles of streams?   

So is the coal industry irresponsibly extreme or extremely irresponsible?

* Marsh Fork Elementary School in Sundial, West Virginia, is located 400 yards down slope from a Massey Energy mountaintop removal strip-mine. A coal waste impoundment containing 2.8 billion gallons of coal sludge is precariously held back by a 385-foot-high earthen dam. There is also a coal loading silo within 150 feet of the school. It is against the law to have this facility less than 300 feet from a school. 

Pay The Players

The Charleston Gazette, November 28, 2008


Gene Budig* said in his November 24, 2008 commentary about collegiate sports: “With rare exception, the major donor wants to be entertained, and by the president at a sporting event.” According to Budig, one president of a large university intends to raise between $2 billion and $3 billion by entertaining wealthy donors at athletic events in upper-level private suites. Another says the state is in no position give universities what they need and deserve. So they must turn to private donors.


If wealthy donors can give large amounts to universities, they certainly are not paying enough in taxes to governments that could then finance higher education without prostituting themselves to what amounts to professional athletics.


And if universities can make $3 billion on the backs of athletes, then those athletes should be making very high salaries. Instead, many are left with lifetime injuries and no marketable skills. Setting aside just 1 percent of $3 billion would come to $30 million for athlete salaries.

* Budig has served as president of Major League Baseball's American League and as  president of Illinois State University, West Virginia University and as the chancellor of the University of Kansas. Active in the Air National Guard, Budig retired at the rank of Major General in 1992.

Eating Out

Charleston Gazette March 2009

I know a single mother waitress who usually gets only five hours of work a day. The Federal minimum wage is $2.13 an hour for people like her who work for tips. For her five hours of work the minimum wage pays her a whopping $10.65. With tips added she sometimes makes less than $30 a day. Last year she made only $7200. The Economic Policy Institute says a single-parent with one-child should make about $30,000 to meet basic needs. The waitress’ modest two bedroom apartment in a safe neighborhood goes for $525 a month plus the electric utility. Her monthly income is almost all gone after the rent and utility is paid. 


With one hand congress renders single mothers into a state of poverty. With the other hand, they make up for it by paying for almost all day care expenses, child health care, food stamps, an earned income credit that returns income taxes and housing subsidies(which are often in unsafe neighborhoods where a single mother might not want to raise her child). However there are no day-care facilities open in the evenings when lots of single mother waitresses are at work. And there is still no health care for a single mother making $7200 dollars a year and she sure can’t afford it on that income. 

This is a strange arrangement. The owners of the restaurants get slave-wage labor, and in the case of the waitress I know, give no health coverage and no retirement benefits. Tax-payers end up with the bill. What we have here is a government subsidy for restaurants. The government bails these restaurants out every payday and consequently provides cheap dining for the public and a profit for the owners. Eating out would cost a whole lot more if the restaurants had to pay a living wage, health care and retirement benefits.  But without the subsidies I figure most restaurants would close down and the workers would be without jobs. 

Most of us cannot afford to eat out if we insist that the people who serve us be paid a living wage with benefits. But if we don’t eat out a lot of people will lose their jobs. To make the food service business work it must be subsidized by the government, or we all must get a big pay raise to afford to eat out and leave a generous tip. 

So how do you vote? Should we have socialized restaurants with food servers getting more from the government than they do from their employers? Or do we resort to another socialist idea of forcing the restaurants to pay a living wage with benefits, in which case we pay a lot more to eat out? 

What would the restaurants pay if there were no minimum wage? My guess is food servers would work for tips only and Republicans and Governor Manchin might generously observe that, “I would think they’d be tickled to death to have a job.” 

CEDAR And The Ladies Auxiliary

The Highlands Voice, April 2009

A year ago, at the WV Environmental Education Association conference, I asked Dr. Steven L. Paine why CEDAR was being allowed to spread its pro-mountain top removal propaganda in the schools of southern West Virginia. He claimed he had never heard of it and said he would look into it. Dr. Paine is superintendent of West Virginia Schools. He had never heard of a program that bragged three years ago to being in sixteen southern West Virginia schools. A year later, after hearing the testimony of Janice Nease, Lorelei Scarbro and me, Dr. Paine was instructed by the president of the state board of education to do what he had promised me a year earlier. He said he would look into it and that he would meet with us. We have an appointment to meet with him on May 18. 

Dr. Paine is to include the Friends of Coal Ladies Auxiliary in his investigation. The Ladies Auxiliary tried to take their pitch into Stratton Middle School in Beckley. Lorelei Scarbro of Coal River Mountain Watch met with the superintendent of Raleigh County schools and the program was cancelled. The Superintendent said that the students had already missed too many snow days to include anything else in the school day. Watch out for the Ladies Auxiliary to try again next year.

 
CEDAR which stands for Coal Education Development and Resource of Southern West Virginia, Inc. is a coal industry invention. “CEDAR’s mission is to facilitate the increase of knowledge and understanding of the many benefits the coal industry provides in daily lives by providing financial resources and coal education materials to implement its study in the school curriculum. CEDAR's target group is grades K-12 in Mingo, Logan, Boone, McDowell and Wyoming counties in southern West Virginia.”
“The many benefits the coal industry provides…” are key words in CEDAR’s mission statement. Learning outcomes for West Virginia Schools don’t include promoting the many benefits of any industry. Just promoting the many benefits qualifies CEDAR as one-sided propaganda, not education. 

The many benefits the coal industry provides couldn’t possibly include: Flooding caused by mountain top removal--the selenium from valley fills producing fish with eyes on one side and curved spins. Recent studies of hatchlings from below valley fills show 10 % have abnormalities as compared to trace numbers in normal streams--heavy metals in coal sludge impoundments--acid mine drainage--acid rain--injecting coal sludge into the ground water and out into people’s sinks--miners coughing to death with black lung--the Buffalo Creek disaster—the massive sludge disaster in Martin County, Kentucky—the coal ash dam collapse in Tennessee--coal mine accidents at Farmington, Mannington, Sago and the many, many others--the destruction of habitat for migrating song birds. 44 bird species were counted in the wooded area that Larry Gibson saved on Kayford Mountain while only 3 species were counted at the edge with the mountain top removal strip mine--the effect of blasting on people’s homes and their health--the research of Dr. Michael Hendryx of the WVU Department of Community Medicine documented that as coal production increased rates of cardiopulmonary disease, lung disease, cardiovascular disease, diabetes and kidney disease increased. 
It is not likely that the many “benefits” of the coal industry would include the miners march on Blair Mountain--the Black Lung Movement--Miners for Democracy--The so-called Matewan Massacre and subsequent murder of Sid Hatfield--the “Bull Moose Special” and murder of Cesco Estep—child labor in coal mines. CEDAR is not holding back, they have the coal industry money to seep into every crook and cranny. “CEDAR awards cash prizes to 1st, 2nd and 3rd place for each grade level of K-4, 5-8 and 9-12.” There is a regional coal fair where students enter coal projects in Science, Math, English-Literature, Art, Music, Technology-Multi Media and Social Studies.
The Friends of Coal Ladies Auxiliary are also ambitious. They exclaim that "We'd really like this to be statewide, that it be mandatory in the schools that they learn about coal.” Aw, yes, that’s the ticket, the coal industry mandating the school curriculum from top to bottom. 
We met with Dr. Paine. The following is an email summation I sent to a friend on the state board of education: 

Dear Ms. Haden: Lorelei Scarbro and Janice Nease from Coal River Mountain Watch and I met with Dr. Paine on Monday. I will tell it like I saw it. He hadn't done his homework, didn't know our names or who we represented and if he had read the information we gave him at the Bd of Ed meeting he didn't seem to remember any of it nor did it appear he had bothered to prepare for our meeting by reading it again. A social studies supervisor said she contacted social studies teachers in the several counties where CEDAR claims to be in the schools and none of them had heard of or used the CEDAR information. Two or three years ago CEDAR bragged on-line of being in 16 schools. They claim their program is for all grades and disciplines and pay teacher coordinators in schools where CEDAR is used. 
    Paine claimed it was a jurisdictional issue and seemed powerless to take meaningful action. He agreed to tell the superintendents at the next meeting with them that they should have balanced programs teaching both sides of issues.

    I offered to show Dr. Paine mountain top removal up close. He didn't seem too interested and didn't seem to know much of anything about the issue. He did say he was a friend of Bill Raney*. He referred to Chuck's ruling as infamous as in Judge Haden's infamous ruling. I assume he does know the meaning of infamous.

    I am sorry that my report is so pessimistic. Both Lorelei and Janice agree with my summation.     

    We all thank you for your help and concern about this issue.

*Bill Raney is president of the West Virginia Coal Association.

Marsh Fork Demonstration

The Highlands Voice, July 2009

The story went nation-wide almost instantaneously via Twitter, YouTube, Facebook, Satellite TV and radio. My son-in-law saw it in the Santa Rosa, California newspaper the next day. No it wasn’t Iran. It was the protest rally against mountain top removal in Raleigh County, West Virginia on June 23, 2009.

Our demands were that Massey:

Withdraw plans to build a second coal silo within 300 feet of Marsh Fork Elementary School.

Fund the building of a new school at a safe location in the children’s own community.

Withdraw its permits on Coal River Mountain in order to facilitate the Coal River Wind Project, which would provide a permanent source of clean energy and jobs.

Stop conducting mountaintop removal operations.

We hold it self-evident that these demands are just, feasible, and essential. No job or profit margin justifies Massey’s ongoing threats to the community by mountaintop removal.

We drove past lines of miners with signs telling us to go home which I figured didn’t apply to me being the eighth generation to have lived in the Coal River Valley. One sign mocked the Earth First organization with “Earth First, Mine the Other Planets Later.” I honked for the sign that said “Honk For Miners” since many in my family have been underground miners. 

At the Marsh Fork Elementary School rally site the miners limited themselves to disruptions of the speakers with loud insults and counter arguments and noise from motorcycle engines and chants of “Massey, Massey, Massey.” My father and grandfather, both union coal miners, probably turned over in their graves at hearing coal miners lovingly chant the name of their employer.

As the rally was nearing its end the miners slowly left the school property. They gathered about a thousand yards up the road just outside the mine entrance area. We walked silently two by two from Marsh Fork Elementary School to the area in the road where the miners were blocking the public area leading to the Massey mine entrance.

The miners yelled insults and invited us to come on over and take them on. If the state police had not been there a bunch of people would have been hurt. Judy Bonds, co-director of Coal River Mountain Watch and a past recipient of the Goldman International Environmental Prize, was attacked by a woman who passed up other targets to get at her. It was not a random act of violence. The woman seemed surprised that she was arrested. The mob of Massey miners cheered her. 

Fortunately there were lots of state police including a swat team with body armor, shaved heads and automatic rifles. However the state police did not offer to clear the miners from the public access to the Massey mine property. 

Rather than try to enter the Massey property for civil disobedience and create a confrontation that would lead to violence, our leaders sat down in the middle of the road to block traffic as an act of civil disobedience. Thirty protestors were arrested including Ken Hechler who was the absolute most principled member of Congress and Secretary of State we ever had. Dr. James Hansen, Director of NASA Goddard Institute for Space Studies, was arrested as was actress Daryl Hannah. Hansen wrote in the Charleston Gazette, that “…mountain top removal and strip mining of coal is a shameful abomination.” Say Amen. 
Dr.Hansen also wrote that “Don Blankenship, Massey CEO and seemingly a role model for a few of his employees, suggested he would like to “debate” me about global warming. I agreed to a discussion in which I could make a presentation (of order 40 minutes) of the science, he would have as much time (before or after), followed by discussion and interaction including audience. Mountain State University eagerly agreed to provide the auditorium. It seemed fool-proof, because if Blankenship failed to show, I could give a bit longer talk and have discussion with the audience. But, after I got a room in Beckley, staying an extra day, Blankenship decided he would only do a debate in a television studio with his favorite moderator. When Mountain State University learned what Blankenship wishes were, they withdrew permission to use their auditorium. I turned on the television news and heard: Blankenship offered to have a discussion with me, but “Dr. Hansen was still trying to check his schedule” – this was a television station that knew exactly what had actually happened. It seems that even the media is owned by coal.” Say Amen again.

Most moving of all at the rally was when a semi-circle was formed around the arrested Dr. James Hansen and his wife and we chanted thank you, thank you, thank you.

Skinner By Trade

The Charleston Gazette, September 13, 2009

One of our family stories is that a Mr. Skinner came up Coal River from St. Albans buying mineral rights at rock bottom prices. He made his “generous” offer to my ancestor who told him, “You are Skinner by name and you are Skinner by trade, but you will not skin old Isaac Barker.” Consequently my uncle owns forty acres with the mineral rights intact on Big Coal River in Boone County. 

Mountain top removal strip-mining is closing in from all directions on our beautiful farm. The Farm has ten acres of fertile bottom land and a barn built in 1917 by lumber washed ashore in the 1916 flood. The ridge running toward our farm and parallel to Big Coal River from Ashford to Bull Creek is being destroyed. Andrew Jordon’s Pritchard Coal is tearing it to pieces. The Graley family testified to the destruction of their peace and quiet and their hunting, fishing and hiking places. They told of the cracks in foundations and the awful view they now have of the mountain top removal mess at Bull Creek just across Big Coal River from their lovely family compound. I sat on our home place porch, just down river from the Graley compound and looked across the river at the beautiful mountain and suddenly realized that unless the monsters are stopped they will kill that mountain too. 

 My great uncle Kin Barker was a mule team logger. He lived and logged on Bull Creek. Bull Creek no longer exists. This spring, I had a conversation with a foreman on the Bull Creek strip job. As we talked, I stood on private property on the edge of the most diverse temperate forest in the world and he was standing on the wasteland created by mountain top removal strip-mining. I told him of walking up the Bull Creek hollow as a young boy to visit my Uncle Kin. I assumed the foreman was local and told him that Charlie Barker was my grandfather. Of course he had never heard of him, the foreman lives in Cross Lanes. He doesn’t have to look out at the mountains and streams he is destroying when he is home. It is not in his back yard. 

As I have said many times, I am proud that my grandpa Charlie Barker and his brother Kin were in the 1921 United Mine Workers march on Blair Mountain. Pritchard Coal Company is destroying the ridge across Big Coal River from where those two brave men are buried in the Barker Cemetery. 


A recent Gazette article by a Boone County public relations agent made fun of the value of mayflies and by extension I suppose all small seemingly unimportant creatures. It showed an ignorance of ecology and how human survival depends on small creatures.  Perhaps the public relations agent knows better but was playing to an ignorant audience.  That same play to ignorance is displayed on billboards that surely must be joking with their oxymoronic slogans of, “Clean Carbon Neutral Coal” and “Clean Coal, Clean Water”. They probably figure if they tell big lies over and over that eventually uninformed people will fall for it.


The Boone County public relations agent rolled out the outrageous claim that they are flattening mountains to host economic development. A friend has calculated that at the present rate of economic development, on mountains destroyed by mountain top removal, it will take 3,000 years to develop the over 400,000 acres that have already been destroyed. And just how will they develop the over 1,000 miles of streams that have been buried with mine waste?

Pritchard, Massey, Arch, Patriot, Consol and the others will take down every mountain that has coal in it if we don’t stop them. They don’t plan to quit at 400,000 acres. They are skinners by trade. 

Global Warming Denial

The Charleston Gazette, Oct. 13, 2009

Dear Vent Line,

Regarding Don Blankenship's* denial of global warming, here are some facts from the WV Council of Trout Unlimited: 552 tons of ice melted this summer from the Greenland ice sheet, 15 % more than the annual average summer melt(NASA). Surface ice lost over Greenland this year was 12-15 percent more than the previous worst year (University of Colorado)--enough to cover D.C. a half mile deep in ice. Surface temperatures in the Arctic Ocean this summer were the highest in 77 years. The shrinking summertime ice is about 30 years ahead of the climate model projections.

*Blankenship is CEO of Massey Energy

Army Corps of Engineers Mob Hearing

The Highlands Voice, November, 2009


Tuesday evening, October 13, 2009, at the Charleston Civic Center, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers feebly attempted to hold a hearing on a proposal to modify and suspend Nationwide Permit 21. Joe Stanley tells best what happened that night. Joe is a native of West Virginia and a retired coal miner. He worked underground and in the coal processing plant.  He was a certified and qualified surface miner. Joe was elected President of the Local Union 93 in 1993 and was also a member of the Health and Safety Committee. Here are excerpts from his comments to the Corps of Engineers:

“After numerous speeches on the merits and the goodness of the coal industry the first opposing view was presented by Maria Gunnoe [A coalfield resident and organizer for the Ohio Valley Environmental Coalition (OVEC)]. No respect was given her by the crowd. The court reporter said he could not hear her comments and Ms. Gunnoe was shouted out many times. The panel made no reasonable attempt to control the crowd. The insults and the profanity were great. The meeting should have been controlled then and there. All of the opposing views that followed were greeted with the same insults. The opposing views could not be heard by the court reporter and he indicated so on several occasions. 

“When it was my turn to give my comments, I asked the panel before I started if my time would be adjusted if I was interrupted; Colonel Peterson said it would not and that my time had already started. I tried to speak but a constant roar of profanity and insults drowned me out…. The panel was asked to remove the people who were disrupting the meeting but refused to do so. As each person who had an opposing view to the coal industry spoke, they were shouted at until their message could not be heard…The panel made no viable attempt to control the uproar and I felt that our well-being was in danger. Michael Morrison [OVEC volunteer] and I began to make our way out of the room.  We were shouted and screamed and cursed at constantly…

“We went to the side door and waited with some Charleston police officers. Maria Gunnoe, Robin Blakeman, Vivian Stockman and a few others joined us and we left. Upon exiting we were surrounded by people wearing reflective clothing [Miners often wear their coal company safety clothing to hearings and demonstrations].  A very large man started toward me calling me names. I sidestepped him and he continued toward Michael Morrison continuing to shout profanity. The other people close behind him were saying they were getting paid to “stomp our a**”. The man cursing at Michael Morrison kept his right hand under his chest clothing which made me think he was armed. He bumped into Michael Morrison and said he would “kill him”. …I told Michael to keep moving…The large man and his followers pursued us and I then saw the large guy push Maria Gunnoe who was spun around by the contact. At this point a Charleston Police Officer came directly up and into the face of the large man and told him “Do not touch her”. As the police officer told him and the others to “move back, turn around and leave,” I told the police officer we don’t want any trouble. The police officer put his hand on his gun and told them (face to face with the big guy) “Don’t follow them. Leave the area.” A second Charleston Police Officer came running up to back up the other officer. The two officers stayed between our group for several blocks until we were at one of the parking lots where Maria Gunnoe, Robin Blakeman, and Vivian Stockman were parked.  The mob had continued to follow the policemen. The policemen waited at the corner. Vivian Stockman thanked them and told them that there were others inside that needed help getting out…

 “It is a miracle that one of us was not killed by the men who threatened to kill us. I have been around mining people all of my life and I haven’t seen anything like this…  Not enough police protection was provided and no West Virginia State Police were present. This was a U.S. Government sponsored meeting and we were blocked by an organized effort to prevent us from expressing our opinions.  I believe the U.S. Department of Justice should investigate what occurred.

Freedom of Speech

The Charleston Gazette, November 11, 2009

The Highlands Voice, November, 2009

Our constitution says that Congress shall make no law prohibiting the freedom of speech. George Washington declared that if the freedom of speech is taken away we may be led, like sheep to the slaughter. Ben Franklin knew that there can be no such thing as public liberty, without freedom of speech.

Noam Chomsky wrote that “If you believe in freedom of speech, you believe in freedom of speech for views you don't like. Stalin and Hitler, for example, were dictators in favor of freedom of speech for views they liked only. If you're in favor of freedom of speech, that means you're in favor of freedom of speech precisely for views you despise." 

 On the evening of October 13, 2009, the Army Corps of Engineers held a hearing in Charleston, West Virginia, to hear the testimony for and against their proposal to modify the Nation Wide Permit 21(NWP21) concerning mountain top removal valley fills. 

Speakers in favor of the Corps’ proposal were shouted down. Colonel Peterson of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers allowed the screams, shouts and booing. He would say please let the gentleman or lady speak, then a thank you, whereupon he would allow the shouted insults and booing too continue. There were no state police present, no county deputy sheriffs and just four or five city police.

Outside, both before and after the hearing, people in favor of the Corps proposal were verbally abused and threatened. One large man even threatened to murder two people who were leaving the Little Theatre. To their credit two Charleston policemen got between the potential murderer and his victims and escorted those being threatened to their cars.  

There were some respectful people at the hearing who were on the opposite side of the issue from me. As I arrived outside the Civic Center, a former student, a fifteen year strip mine worker, greeted me and he and his friend and I had a civil discussion of the issue. Others were verbally abused as they waited in line to get in at the Civic Center. Amazingly one group being threatened was forced to leave the line by city police. Nothing was done to those making the threats.

What happened under Colonel Peterson’s watch did not have to happen. At the Kentucky hearing on NWP21, I am told that an official of the Kentucky Coal Association asked the crowd to let all speakers have their say without interruption. In Pittsburgh the presiding Army officer told the crowd that when he put on his uniform he took the oath that he would support the U.S. Constitution and that everyone would get to speak and be heard. 

A biographer said, in describing Voltaire’s sentiments, “I may disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it." At future strip mine hearings, I hope our elected officials agree with Voltaire and provide police protection. No matter which side of the mountain top removal issue you are on, I hope you will be present at future hearings, defending the freedom of speech. If you don’t use it, you will indeed lose it. If freedom of speech is denied one group it can be denied to other groups as well. Your group might be next.

Hate Speech

Sent To the Charleston Gazette, November 2, 2009

It was disappointing to read hate speech on the editorial page of the Gazette. In Carl Hubbard's op-ed he refers to those of us who love our mountains more than money or coal as "limp-wristed." That is homophobic hate speech designed to dehumanize gay people and everyone who wants our mountains saved.  I know the Gazette would not allow Hubbard to call us nigger-lovers.

 

[My point is made in that you will change the nigger-lovers in some way to avoid that hate speech, and I hope you do.]

Hate Speech Letter Revised

 Dawn--please accept this revision--I realize that as Voltaire was credited with saying, I should defend to the death the freedom of speech. It does raise the interesting discussion of whether hate speech should be restricted in public forums--I don't know the answer to that. Dawn Miller is the editorial page editor of the Charleston Gazette.

 

Dear Editor--

   In Carl Hubbard's op-ed he refers to those of us who love our mountains more than money or coal as "limp-wristed." That is homophobic hate speech designed to dehumanize gay people and everyone who wants our mountains saved. Gay people comprise 10 % of our population and that includes strip-miners and pro-mountain top removal op-ed writers. This was printed in the Charleston Gazette except someone edited

 

Chief Logan Threatened Again

The Highlands Voice, November 2009

I rode with Cordie Hudkins to the Chief Logan State Park court hearing on drilling for gas in the park. He was Chief of West Virginia state parks for ten years. I first heard of Cordie when he leant his support to the effort to save Blackwater Canyon from logging. We discovered that we were two years apart at St. Albans High School—West Virginia is a small state, often with only one degree of separation. Cordie understands and laments the impact coal mining and logging have had on West Virginia. He observed that if the mountains of Logan County and other coal producing counties had been left in a natural state they would be as beautiful as the Smokey Mountains. He was going to Logan where he successfully became an intervener, along with the West Virginia Highlands Conservancy and the Sierra Club, in the lawsuit to stop the possibly 35 gas wells proposed for the park. 

Logan has suffered perhaps the worst coal industry devastation of any West Virginia county. Just before arriving in the town of Logan there is a huge Wal-Mart based shopping center built on a former strip mine.(Ironically the Department of Environmental Protection Logan office is located on an undeveloped section of this gouged out land).  This sort of “development” came like a kick to the gut after the victim was already down.  Unemployment caused by mechanization and mountain top removal strip mining has just about brought the town of Logan to its knees. It looks like Wal-Mart has finished it off. Those working in the natural resources and mining industry make wages of a little over $1,000 a week. But the average wage of all workers in Logan County is less than $500 a week compared to a national average of $841 a week. 


There is a lot of opposition against drilling for gas in Chief Logan State Park. A man who works in the coal industry told me that 80% of the people in Logan County oppose the drilling. I heard it said that the state park was all they have in Logan and to let it get roughed up by gas well drilling was just too much.  

 

John D. Rockefeller IV

The Charleston Gazette, November 23, 2009

People were charmed when John D. Rockefeller IV came to Emmons. He was a tall, handsome young man from a rich and famous family. From all that I heard, Rockefeller fit in and was well liked by most of the people in Emmons. My uncle, who owns the Emmons farm of my birthplace, describes Jay as a good man. 

In 1972 I lived with my Grandma in Emmons and tried to make a go of raising organic tomatoes. I put Rockefeller's bumper sticker on my truck when he ran for governor the first time. I supported him because of his statement of Dec. 20, 1970, that he would, "... fight for the abolition of strip mining completely and forever." And in his campaign of 1972, he got my hopes up with, "Strip-mining must be abolished because of its effect on those who have given most to the cause - the many West Virginians who have suffered actual destruction of their homes; those who have put up with flooding, mud slides, cracked foundations, destruction of neighborhoods, decreases in property values, the loss of fishing and hunting, and the beauty of the hills. ..." 

In his Gazette op-ed of Nov. 8, Rockefeller wrote that he is concerned by the "... disturbing number of Republicans and Democrats in Congress who oppose surface mining altogether." Perhaps they understand the horror of strip mining as did Rockefeller when he also said in 1972 that, "We know that strip mining is tearing up the beauty of our state. We know that strip mining is not a good economic future for West Virginia and not a good economic future for our children. And we know that, whatever advantage it has now, the damage that it leaves is a permanent damage."

Rockefeller betrayed those of us who trusted him to stick by his principles and fight for the abolition of strip mining "completely and forever." In his second try at governor, he cast aside his idealism and as he recommends in his op-ed, embraced coal.

As governor on March 12, 1977, Rockefeller told the U.S. Senate Subcommittee on Energy and Natural Resources that "... mountaintop removal should certainly be encouraged, if not specifically dictated." That was quite a flip-flop from his 1972 stance for the abolition of strip mining.

The irony of Rockefeller getting his start in Emmons is on display there now. The ridge from Ashford to Emmons is being destroyed by mountaintop removal strip mining. I fear it won't be long until that destruction will blow right on past Emmons. Emmons might well cease to exist, thanks in part to Rockefeller's loss of what he called, in his op-ed, his central core principles. 

Rockefeller does some good work in the U.S. Senate. He advocates for the elderly, children, veterans and universal health care. None of Rockefeller's many good works can mitigate or withstand the blast from the destruction of our mountains, streams and homes. He abandoned them to the coal companies without a fight. Would that he had donated to the pro-mountain environmental organizations the 30 or so million dollars he spent on elections and lavish homes. Instead he chose a political career over the beauty of the hills. He chose to be pro-mountaintop removal rather than pro-mountain. 

In his commentary, Rockefeller said nothing about the destructive nature of mountaintop removal strip mining. He offered no relief to people whose homes and communities are being destroyed. Rockefeller didn't mention the loss to strip mining of fishing and hunting and the beauty of the hills that so enamored him in 1972.

Rockefeller's op-ed was a transparent attempt to keep the good favor of the coal companies. Those folks don't need to worry about Rockefeller; he is their boy.

S300609

The Highlands Voice Feb, 2010

Keystone Industries has applied for a mountain top removal mine permit for 600 acres just across the creek and a little over 300 feet from the border of Kanawha State Forest. The permit boundary starts across the road from the gate to Middle Ridge road and runs past the shooting range. If approved this mine will dump over two million cubic yards of mine waste into Middle Lick Branch and Kanawha Fork; both are tributaries of Davis Creek. Mining is expected to last five years. Tom Scholl of Ft. Myers, Florida owns Keystone Development.


Keystone is asking for seven variances of the strip mine laws. One variance request is to change the post mining land use from forestland to a combined use of industrial/commercial and forestland. Industrial and commercial land use three hundred feet from Kanawha State Forest! This led one critic to wonder if that means a Taco Bell or other big mall lights shining into Kanawha State Forest. Could it mean a factory across the creek from the Forest?


Nearly 200 comments were sent by Kanawha State Forest Foundation members and others to the West Virginia Department of Environmental Protection. Here are some excerpts from those comments:


“I am concerned about losing the quality of the outdoor experience. Already mining is visible from some of my favorite trails...from time to time a loud boom or explosion breaks into my meditative state…. Part of this outdoor experience for many people includes Davis Creek. Any degradation to this water course would be detrimental to the whole of Kanawha State Forest.”


“Nearly 400,000 visits from WV taxpayers occur in KSF yearly.” 

“The Kanawha State Forest is one of our greatest assets in bringing people back to West Virginia to live and work. Allowing this permit revision to go through will impact the one last draw the city has for residents and tourists.”


 “If we continue to add to the ugly, black and polluting aftermath of mountain top removal, what tourists would want to come here with their families?”

 “While the physical MTR site isn’t within the KSF, the impacts of the cleared land and desolation that would be left by this site will impact the ecosystem within the KSF for generations to come.”
“Imagine a small child playing in Davis Creek, as I saw several times this summer while hiking.  What is he being exposed to as a result of contaminated water from mine run-off?”

 “My father grew up on a farm beside your site. I’m sure he’s raging in the grave to think of what you’re doing to rape the countryside.”

 “In recent years, the residents of this area experienced devastating flooding. Depositing this waste into these creeks could increase the potential for flooding and endanger residents and their property.”

“Kanawha State Forest has been described as a botanist paradise….To see the lovely Cerulean Warbler that finds a haven in that Forest is an especial delight... Kanawha State Forest provides fun, nature study and solace for me, my children, my grandchildren and now my great grandchild.  It must not be despoiled.”

“I love that within minutes of being in downtown Charleston I can enjoy the quiet solitude, beautiful scenery and be deep in the hills, mountains and trees of Kanawha State Forest.”
 “What a jewel we have and we just can’t afford to let it slip away.”

“… there has to be a line drawn at some point and Kanawha State Forest is it…this is a disgrace.”

Over 100 commentors have requested a public hearing on this permit. Stay tuned for the date and time for that hearing.  

Please contact your Legislators, Governor and Congressional delegation and anyone else who may help protect Kanawha State Forest.

Overpopulated

The Charleston Gazette, Feb 28, 2010

“Overpopulated?” Yes, you heard me right. West Virginia is overpopulated. Overpopulation exists when there are not enough jobs for the number of people who need them—or at least not enough jobs without destroying the very environment the people live in.

But even destroying the environment doesn’t seem to bring more jobs, as is plainly demonstrated in coal industry employment statistics. There were over one hundred thousand coal miners in West Virginia in1950 and about seventeen thousand in 2010. And this decrease in jobs was during near-record coal production and its requisite destruction of the mountains, trees, water, wildlife, people, and culture. So, even if we agree to let the land be raped, we still won’t have high employment. They will just rape with bigger machines.

Around the year 1900 people were brought into West Virginia from the south and from Europe to mine coal. They stayed and reproduced, and the jobs declined as the population increased. With the cooperation of the union, the mines were mechanized and then mechanized again, accounting for a huge job loss. The population that was in West Virginia in 1880, when the horrendous scale of environmental destruction started, is about all this state can handle without eating the mountains like tent caterpillars on a wild cherry tree.

My people came here long before the coal companies recruited immigrants off the boats in New York and ex-slaves from the south to work the terribly dangerous mines. On my mother’s side of our family, only three of us are left in West Virginia. In response to overpopulation, which combined with technology resulted in high unemployment, my mother’s siblings fled to Ohio and Florida and mine to the Carolinas. I tried California but only lasted three years and had to come back, job or no job.

However, the overpopulation isn’t confined to West Virginia. You can’t escape it by leaving; it is worldwide, and the environment is being torn to pieces worldwide to feed, clothe, shelter and pamper some of this swarm of people. The rain forests of South America are being destroyed as are the Appalachians, waters of the world are being polluted, 5,000-year-old redwoods have been cut down, highways are “opening up” and “developing” pristine areas with strip malls, filling stations and fast food joints.

Our wasted West Virginia environment results in the sorry spectacle of people destroying limestone mountains to treat trout streams ruined by acid mine drainage and acid rain as a result of destroying other mountains. Fishermen following stock trucks in order to catch trout almost before they hit the water are another sorry result of an abused environment. And there is the shame of profiteers wanting to drill 36 gas wells in Chief Logan State Park and two more in Kanawha State Forest along with the threat of mountain top removal right across the creek.

Humans are devouring the food and habitat of other species. We cannot eat the whole world and live on this planet alone in a junkyard environment. We do need the other living things. We need the salamanders. The salamander is the largest animal biomass in our forests. It is at the bottom of the food chain. Most every other animal species in the forest depends on the salamander being there in large numbers at the base of the pyramid. Salamanders don’t survive on a forest floor scrambled by bulldozers. Little creatures in streams buried by mountaintop removal valley fills are vital to the life forms farther down the stream. Everything is indeed connected, including us.

We, too, are part of nature. We have a right to be here and to flourish. But humans have become an infestation on the body of the earth. The worst sores are the huge cities. As you leave the cities, the inflammation decreases and the countryside appears healthier. There is less concrete and asphalt, more green space, less noise, the air is cleaner, the water looks better, and there are fewer people. But to feed the infection in the cities, rural areas are losing their mountaintops, their streams, and their forests. The effects of the infection are spreading.

It is madness.

What follows are excerpts from comments about “Overpopulated” from a friend who has written several op-eds on climate change.

First I'm not sure "madness" is an appropriate term for human's destruction of the biosphere.  We overpopulate because we CAN be destructive and overpopulate.  We are animals.  As I'm sure you know all organisms will overpopulate until Nature steps in (famine or predation).  However, because we have opposable thumbs and the intelligence to invent fancy technology we can delay Nature's wrath for a while, but we will destroy the biosphere.  If chimps or elephants had these characteristics to our degree, a different species would be causing problems.  We are on the Titanic and we are out of time.  With time running out, all we are doing is increasing speed and dancing with the band.

The level of affluence (lifestyle) and climate change are overpopulation multipliers.  These factors accelerate the pace of catastrophe (through over resource use and biosphere destruction).  I seriously doubt it's possible to curb humanity's love of overconsumption.  As Chinese and Asian Indians make more money, they will buy cars and bigger houses and more stuff (10s of millions of them are already doing it).

We waited far too long to keep climate change and overpopulation within limits to prevent catastrophe.  We'll be at 7 billion next year (the buns are in the ovens).  If we had wished to keep population below 8 billion, we would have needed to adopt strict breeding controls years ago.  Same deal with climate change.  There are 40 to 50 years of increased climate change impacts still to go in the system (due to thermal inertia) even if we stopped all green house gas emissions this year.  Anyway, my advice is to enjoy life now by doing things which give you fulfillment, because it's going to hit the fan in a few decades.  I used to write 5 to 6 op-eds a year on climate change until I understood at a deep level it's too late.  As a friend once told me, "…we are on an earthride to hell."  


