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Abstract 

“Redistributing Risk” explains how coal, which powered the industrial revolution, 

continued to be a linchpin of U.S. energy production long into the post-industrial era. 

During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, coal fueled everything from railroad 

engines to the foundries that forged the steel on which they rode. But the market for coal 

dwindled during the middle of the twentieth century, and by the 1960s many Americans 

viewed it as a relic of a dirty and dangerous industrial past. Surprisingly, the industry 

rebounded during the 1970s, when concerns about energy supplies pushed policymakers 

and electricity producers to renew the nation’s reliance on coal. In the forty years since, 

new technology has amplified demand for electricity, and coal has powered yet another 

revolution in the global political economy. Ironically, a fuel that mid-century observers 

saw as a thing of the past actually illuminated their future. 

 I argue that the key to the industry’s success during the 1970s was a 

redistribution of the risks associated with coal mining. By the late 1960s, the danger of 

underground mining was among the industry’s greatest liabilities. High death rates from 

workplace accidents and the millions disabled by respiratory diseases like coal miners’ 

pneumoconiosis (commonly referred to as black lung) contributed significantly to coal’s 

poor reputation. Death rates began to plummet after Congress passed the first 

comprehensive federal mine safety law in 1969, but miners’ efforts to enforce safety 

through work stoppages and the pressure to stabilize productivity led operators toward a 

greater reliance on surface methods, which were safer for workers but more dangerous 
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for nearby communities, ecosystems, and—with the later spread of mountaintop 

removal—to the mountains themselves. 
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Introduction 

In late 1969, eighty-two members of the U.S. House of Representatives endorsed 

a proposal to designate the 1970s as the “environmental decade.” Led by Wisconsin 

Democrat Henry Reuss, the bipartisan group acknowledged that the nation was facing an 

“environmental crisis” and urged fellow lawmakers to “assign the highest priority—

backed up with substantial funding—to the job of cleaning up our air, land, and water” 

during the coming decade. If Congress accomplished that goal, they argued, the 1970s 

could become a decade when Americans finally assumed “proper stewardship over pure 

water, blue skies, and a habitable earth.”1 Indeed, most historians remember those years 

just as Reuss and his colleagues hoped. They cite increased membership in environmental 

organizations, broader coverage of environmental issues in the press, and a wave of 

legislation that included the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) as 

evidence that the seventies were the dawn of a new era in American politics.2 As a result, 

the generally accepted history of the 1970s holds that environmental conditions, as Reuss 

                                                      

1 The call was initially made by Reuss and nine others on December 5, 1969. By the time 

Reuss read the statement on the House floor eleven days later, seventy-three others had joined. 

U.S. House. Committee on Government Operations. “The Environmental Decade (Action 

Proposals for the 1970s)” (May 13, 1970), 33-38.  

 
2 For the most prominent examples, see Samuel P.  Hays, Beauty, Health, and 

Permanence: Environmental Politics in the United States, 1955-1985 (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 1987); Kirkpatrick Sale, The Green Revolution: The American Environmental 

Movement, 1962-1992 (New York: Hill & Wang, 1993); J. Brooks Flippen, Nixon and the 
Environment (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2000); Adam Rome, The Genius of 

Earth Day: How a 1970 Teach-in Unexpectedly Made the First Green Generation (New York: 

Hill and Wang, 2013). 
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and company had hoped in 1969, were “immeasurably better” at the end of the decade 

than at the beginning. 

But viewed from the perspective of humanity’s most fundamental interaction with 

its environment—energy production and consumption—that narrative is less persuasive. 

From air pollution to oil spills, the hazards that occupied policymakers and the general 

public during the 1970s were nearly all products of an industrial economy powered by 

fossil fuels. Likewise, reliance on fossil fuels led to some of the nation’s most pressing 

economic problems during those years, as supply disruptions and shortages drove energy 

prices—and, in turn, inflation—skyward. Yet rather than moving away from fossil-fueled 

energy, Americans increased their consumption of coal, oil, and natural gas during the 

1970s. Surprisingly, the natural resource industry that benefitted most was one that 

seemed headed for obsolescence. Coal had been the key fuel of the industrial revolution, 

but as the global economy shifted into what sociologist Daniel Bell dubbed the “post-

industrial era,” its prominence had diminished.3 Production peaked in 1947 at 631 million 

tons, plummeted to a record low of 392 million only seven years later, and averaged 477 

million during the 1950s and 60s. That changed during the 1970s. Production topped 600 

million tons for the first time in twenty-two years in 1970, averaged 620 million per year 

for the rest of the decade, and broke all records in 1975, 1976, and 1977.4 The 

environmental consequences of that turnaround have been had severe. In the years since, 

                                                      

 
3 Daniel Bell, The Coming of Post-Industrial Society: A Venture in Social Forecasting 

(New York: Basic Books, 1973). 

 
4 Figures from The President’s Commission on Coal, “Coal Data Book” (1980), 85.  
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coal has been responsible for up to 77 percent of total carbon emissions from electricity 

production, making it the greatest single contributor to human-induced climate change.5 

The most ironic aspect of the coal industry’s revival during the “environmental 

decade” was that companies drove production to new heights by employing more 

environmentally destructive methods of mining. Before the 1970s, miners dug the bulk of 

the nation’s coal underground. But by the 1980s, the majority was produced at surface (or 

strip) mines. Surface miners use explosives and massive earth-moving equipment to scalp 

the earth above a seam of coal, which they then remove with bulldozers, tractors, and 

front-loaders. The results are often devastating. Critics of strip mining often describe the 

landscapes left behind as resembling the surface of the moon, while unreclaimed and 

denuded slopes can increase the threats of water pollution and flooding to nearby 

communities. The number of surface mines began to grow in the years immediately after 

World War II as equipment manufacturers developed larger and more efficient 

machinery, but the most rapid growth occurred during the 1970s.6 In 1968, surface 

operations produced approximately 160,000 tons of coal, which accounted for 31 percent 

of total production. By 1983, strip mines produced more than 507 million tons and 63 

                                                      

5 EPA, “Sources of Green House Gas Emissions.”  

https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/sources-greenhouse-gas-emissions Retrieved December 5, 

2016.  

 
6 On the history of surface mining, see Chad Montrie, To Save the Land and People: A 

History of Opposition to Surface Coal Mining in Appalachia (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2003); Ronald D.  Eller, Uneven Ground: Appalachia since 1945 (Lexington: The 

University Press of Kentucky 2008). 

 

https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/sources-greenhouse-gas-emissions
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percent of all coal mined in the U.S.7 How did the coal industry shift to this immensely 

more environmentally hazardous method of mining during a decade when Americans 

seem to have been so committed to environmental issues? And what can that transition 

tell us about the relationship between the environment and political economy during a 

pivotal period for both?  

This dissertation answers those questions by outlining the environmental, social, 

and economic forces that led coal companies to redistribute the risks of mining during the 

1970s. It shows how the energy crisis, which was underway before the 1973 oil embargo 

historians cite as its beginning, raised demand for coal to new heights.8 As early as the 

late 1960s, business leaders, policymakers, and the press publicly worried about 

impending energy shortages. But their primary concern reliable supplies of electricity, 

not oil. From the beginning of the crisis, policymakers saw increased production of 

coal—which was abundant, inexpensive, and already entrenched as an important fuel for 

electrical generation—as the most likely solution. But coal mining was also one of the 

most hazardous jobs in the world, and public concern about its dangers reached a 

crescendo in late 1968, after a mine explosion in West Virginia killed 148 people. 

Congress responded with the Coal Mine Health and Safety Act of 1969, which gave 

federal officials authority over safety in all U.S. coal mines for the first time. Coalmining 

                                                      

7 Figures from West Virginia Coal Association, West Virginia Coal Facts: 1973; West 
Virginia Coal Facts: 1983.   

 
8 Most surveys of the 1970s touch on the energy crisis. For recent work specifically on it, 

see Meg Jacobs, Panic at the Pump: The Energy Crisis and the Transformation of American 
Politics in Teh 1970s (New York: Hill and Wang, 2016). 
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deaths declined almost immediately, and have continued to fall to record lows since.9 

With fewer dead miners and less regular mining disasters to draw attention to the risks of 

mining it, coal became a more palatable fuel. Although surface methods were also 

unpopular, they were highly mechanized and thus offered operators a way to increase 

productivity without endangering—or, indeed, employing—as many miners.  

By explaining this shift and its consequences for Appalachian coal mining 

communities, “Redistributing Risk” offers a new perspective on a transformative period 

in U.S. history. Historians recognize that an epochal shift occurred during the years 

between the late 1960s and early 1980s. During those years, the relative consensus that 

made New Deal liberalism the dominant mode of governance after World War II 

shattered. A new brand of neoliberal conservatism, defined by fractious partisanship and 

widespread belief that market forces could solve social problems more effectively than 

the federal state, emerged to take its place. In retrospect, the transition was quick. The 

prior era peaked during the mid-1960s, when massive demonstrations and broad public 

support for civil rights led to legislation like the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and equally 

transformative changes in attitudes about race relations and gender equality. Income 

inequality reached historic lows, and belief in the potential of a proactive federal state 

was so strong that millions of volunteers rallied to fight the War on Poverty. Just fifteen 

years later, that enthusiasm was a distant memory. By 1980, the sustained economic 

                                                      

9 For more on mine safety, its enforcement, and impact, see John Braithwaite, To Punish 
or Persuade: Enforcement of Coal Mine Safety (Albany: State University of New York Press, 

1985); Daniel J.  Curran, Dead Laws for Dead Men: The Politics of Federal Coal Mine Health 
and Safety Legislation (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1992). 
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growth of the post-World War II period had flat lined, ending the era of relatively 

widespread affluence and opening a new period of widening economic inequality. Wages 

stagnated, average work hours increased, and institutions that once softened capitalism’s 

seemingly inherent inequalities began to crumble. Labor union membership plummeted, 

more insidious forms of racism and sexism took hold, and political and cultural divisions 

became starker. Viewed from the vantage of 2016, the New Deal order did not just fall 

during the 1970s—it capsized.10  

Nowhere is that inversion more apparent than in the central Appalachian counties 

of West Virginia and eastern Kentucky that are the main focus of this dissertation. There, 

coalfield residents did not share in the affluence of the postwar period.11 They did, 

however, make vital contributions to New Deal liberalism. Coal miners earned a 

reputation as some of the most militant members of the American working class during 

                                                      

10 The literature on these transformations is vast, and consists of much of the best recent 

scholarship in U.S. history. The most influential work includes Dan T. Carter, The Politics of 

Rage: George Wallace, the Origins of the New Conservativism, and the Transformation of 
American Politics (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2000); Bruce J. Shulman, The 

Seventies: The Great Shift in American Culture, Society, and Politics (New York: Da Capo Press, 

2001); Lisa McGirr, Suburban Warriors: The Origins of the New American Right (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2002); Nancy MacLean, Freedom Is Not Enough: The Opening of the 

American Workplace (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006); Bruce J. Schulman and 

Julian E. Zelizer, eds., Rightward Bound: Making America Conservative in the 1970s 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008); Jefferson Cowie, Stayin' Alive: The 1970s 
and the Last Days of the Working Class (New York: The New Press, 2010); Judith  Stein, Pivotal 

Decade: How the United States Traded Factories for Finance in the Seventies (New Haven, CT: 

Yale University Press, 2010); Thomas Borstelmann, The 1970s: A New Global History from Civil 

Rights to Economic Inequality (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012). 

 
11 In fact, the astoundingly high unemployment and abject poverty mining communities 

weathered during the 1950s and 60s made them fertile ground for critiques of the “affluent 

society.” See Eller, Uneven Ground; John Kenneth Galbraith, The Affluent Society (Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin, 1958). 
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the early twentieth century, when their willingness to wage war in pursuit of labor rights 

helped build the United Mine Workers of America (UMWA) into one of the nation’s 

largest and most influential labor unions.12 Later, during the 1960s, mining communities 

were seedbeds of unrest that helped push the Johnson administration toward its 

antipoverty programs.13 After the Economic Opportunity Act made federal funds 

available to community action projects, local groups used those dollars to improve their 

communities, organize the disenfranchised, and challenge longstanding political 

machines.14 By the early seventies, the grassroots mobilization of the War on Poverty 

helped foster a democratic revolution in the UMWA, sparking a record-breaking wave of 

wildcat strikes that lasted well into the decade and served as inspiration for similar efforts 

elsewhere.15 Remnants of that deep history are still evident in Appalachia. But it is clear 

                                                      

12 Linda Atkinson, Mother Jones: The Most Dangerous Woman in America (New York: 

Crown Publishers, 1978); David Alan Corbin, Life, Work, and Rebellion in the Coal Fields: The 
Southern West Virginia Miners, 1880-1922 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1981); Nelson 

Lichtenstein, Labor's War at Home: The Cio in World War Ii (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1982); David Montgomery, The Fall of the House of Labor: The Workpalce, the State, and 

American Labor Activism, 1865-1925 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987); John 

H.M. Lalett, ed. The United Mine Workers of America: A Model of Industrial Solidarity? 

(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996). 

 
13 Robin Muncy, "Coal-Fired Reforms: Social Citizenship, Dissident Miners, and the 

Great Society," The Journal of American History 96, no. 1 (2009). 

 
14 Thomas Kiffmeyer, Reformers to Radials: The Appalachian Volunteers and the War on 

Poverty (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 2008); Annelise Orleck and Lisa Gayle 

Hazirjian, eds., The War on Poverty: A New Grassroots History, 1964-1980 (Athens: University 

of Georgia Press, 2011); Jessica Wilkerson, "Where Movements Meet: Women's Activism in the 

Appalachian South, 1965-1980" (University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2014). 

 
15 Joseph E Finley, The Corrupt Kingdom: The Rise and Fall of the United Mine Workers 

(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1972); Paul F. Clark, The Miners' Fight for Democracy: Arnold 
Miller and the Reform of the United Mine Workers (Ithaca, NY: New York State School of 
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that much has changed. In 2014, West Virginia miners working near Blair Mountain—

where that state’s mine wars culminated in the largest armed insurrection since the Civil 

War in 1921—told a reporter they were “proud to be scabs.”16 In Kentucky, where 

“Bloody” Harlan County resident Florence Reese penned the labor anthem “Which Side 

Are You On?”17 in 1931, the last union miners lost their jobs in 2015. Once a stronghold 

of New Deal liberalism, the Appalachian coalfields have become Trump country.  

In the following chapters, I show how the redistribution of coal mining’s risks 

during the 1970s shaped this profound change. The hazards of surface mining endanger 

entire communities, but they have not engendered solidarity in the ways that the dangers 

of underground mining did. Previous studies of coal mining, such as Thomas Andrews’s 

Killing for Coal, have shown that the danger of mining was one reason miners formed 

                                                      

 

Industrial and Labor Relations Cornell University, 1981); Peter B. Levy, The New Left and Labor 

in the 1960s (Champaign: University of Illinois Press1994); Alan Derickson, Black Lung: 
Anatomy of a Public Health Disaster (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998); Aaron 

Brenner, Robert Brenner, and Cal Winslow, eds., Rebel Rank and File: Labor Militancy and 

Revolt from Belwo During the Long 1970s (New York: Verso, 2010). 

 
16 Quoted in “We’re Proud to be Scabs,” In These Times, October 2, 2012. 

http://inthesetimes.com/article/13826/were_proud_to_be_scabs Retrieved March 20, 2016. On 

the history of Blair Mountain, see Robert Shogan, The Battle of Blair Mountain: The Story of 
America's Largest Labor Uprising (New York: Basic Books, 2006). 

 
17 “No Union Mines Left in Kentucky, Where Labor Wars Once Waged,” Washington 

Post, September 5, 2015. https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/economy/closure-of-

kentuckys-last-unionized-coal-mine-may-be-ironic-sign-of-success/2015/09/05/8c1a1a42-5417-

11e5-8c19-0b6825aa4a3a_story.htmlRetrieved March 20, 2016. For more on the Harlan County 

mine wars, see John W. Hevener, Which Side Are You On?: The Harlan County Coal Miners, 
1931-39 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1978). 

 

http://inthesetimes.com/article/13826/were_proud_to_be_scabs
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/economy/closure-of-kentuckys-last-unionized-coal-mine-may-be-ironic-sign-of-success/2015/09/05/8c1a1a42-5417-11e5-8c19-0b6825aa4a3a_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/economy/closure-of-kentuckys-last-unionized-coal-mine-may-be-ironic-sign-of-success/2015/09/05/8c1a1a42-5417-11e5-8c19-0b6825aa4a3a_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/economy/closure-of-kentuckys-last-unionized-coal-mine-may-be-ironic-sign-of-success/2015/09/05/8c1a1a42-5417-11e5-8c19-0b6825aa4a3a_story.html
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such strong class identities during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.18 But 

the risks created by surface mining have tended to divide, rather than unite, communities. 

As operators increased their reliance on surface methods, coal mining communities 

divided over whether the economic benefits outweighed environmental cost. That became 

especially true after mountaintop removal—sometimes referred to as “strip mining on 

steroids”—became a prominent mining method during the late 1990s.19 Some residents 

cite studies that find higher rates of birth defects and depression in communities near 

mountaintop removal sites or reports showing that the region is 40 percent flatter than it 

was in the 1970s as evidence that strip mining has done more harm than good.20 But 

those who believe that coal provides good wages and cheap electricity lambast the 

                                                      

18 See in particular Thomas G. Andrews, Killing for Coal: America's Deadliest Labor 

War (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008). 

 
19 For more on mountaintop removal, see Patrick C McGinley, "From Pick and Shovel to 

Mountaintop Removal: Environmental Injustice in the Appalachia Coalfields," Environmental 

Law 34, no. 21 (2004); Shirley Stewart Burns, Bringing Down the Mountains: The Impact of 
Mountaintop Removal Survace Coal Mining on West Virginia Communities, 1970-2004 

(Hungtington: West Virginia University Press, 2007); Silas House and Jason Howard, 

Something's Rising: Appalachians Fighting Mountaintop Removal (Lexington: The University 

Press of Kentucky, 2009); Bryan T McNeil, Combating Mountaintop Removal: New Directions 

in the Fight against Big Coal (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2011); Joyce M. Barry, 

Standing Our Ground: Women, Environmental Justice, and the Fight to End Mountaintop 

Removal (Columbus: Ohio University Press, 2012). 

 
20 On the correlation between mountaintop removal and public health: Mellissa M. Ahern 

et al., "The Association between Mountaintop Mining and Birth Defects among Live Births in 

Central Appalachia, 1996-2003," Environmental Research 111, no. 6 (2011); Michael Hendryx 

and Kestrel A. Innes-Wimsatt, "Increased Risk of Depression for People Living in Coal Mining 

Areas of Central Appalachia," Ecopyschology 5, no. 3 (2013). On mountaintop removal’s 

regrading of the region: “Measuring Big Coal’s Mountain Devastation,” The New York Times, 

February 16, 2016, A18. 
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Obama administration fighting a “war on coal.” By elucidating the roots of these 

arguments, I show how energy policy, labor conflict, and broad changes in political 

economy exacerbated the divisiveness and inequality during and after the 1970s.  

Examining those developments also provides an opportunity to examine the 

history of risk. Risk is a fundamental aspect of human existence, an inevitable product of 

our inability to predict the future. But its popularity as a research topic grew during the 

late twentieth century, as technology changed the types of dangers societies faced and 

new forecasting methods gave policymakers and business planners greater faith in their 

ability to anticipate the consequences of their decisions. One the most influential threads 

of that growing literature came from sociologists Ulrich Beck and Anthony Giddens.21 

During the late 1980s and early 1990s, Beck and Giddens argued that risk had taken on a 

new character in the modern era. In earlier societies, when communities were most 

threatened by natural disasters, most dangers were beyond the reach of human agency. 

Industrialization altered that formula. Modern people face grave threats that are direct 

results of industrial society. To Beck and Giddens, that reflexivity is a marker of what 

they call “risk societies.” In a risk society, hazards such as pollution, nuclear meltdown, 

and global climate change may seem like natural disasters, but are in fact consequences 

of the very societies they threaten. Their origins are embedded in social relations that 

they themselves reproduce. In other words, these risks have a history.  

                                                      

21 Ulrich Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity (New Delhi: Sage, 1992); 

Anthony Giddens, "Risk and Responsibility," Modern Law Review 62, no. 1 (1999). 
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Historians have paid increased attention to the history of risk in recent years. For 

the most part, scholars such as Arwen Mohun, and Jonathan Levy have explored how 

changing ideas about risk and its management influenced federal risk policymaking, the 

everyday lives of working people, and the mechanisms of modern capitalism.22 Through 

these studies, historians have a better understanding of how risks have been produced, 

politicized, and commodified over time. But while both Mohun and Levy are concerned 

with the early years of industrial capitalism, when new workplace and business risks 

fostered innovative management techniques, this dissertation explores the history of risk 

at the end of the industrial era. By doing so, it historicizes one of risk’s most puzzling 

paradoxes. When dangers are dispersed across a wider group, they become more 

politically salient. But lack of perceived proximity hampers communities’ ability to 

manage them democratically. For example, carbon emissions create climactic shifts that 

affect the entire Earth. The breadth of that threat leads controlling carbon a topic of 

concern for political leaders at all levels of government. But any risk so broad is the 

result of immensely complicated forces. Because the intricacies of climate science are 

beyond the grasp of most citizens, other stakeholders can muddle the debate with 

erroneous or impertinent information. As a result, societies not only fail to mitigate the 

risk fully, but also arrive at partial solutions that shift an inordinate share of its burden 

onto less politically powerful groups. Thus assessing and managing risk reconstitutes 

                                                      

22 David Moss, When All Else Fails: Government as Ultimate Risk Manager (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 2004); Jonathan Levy, Freaks of Fortune: The Emerging World 
of Capitalism and Risk in America (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012); Arwen P 

Mohun, Risk: Negotiating Safety in American Society (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 2012). 
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inequalities. Indeed, less equal distribution of risk has been a prominent feature of the 

post-1970s U.S. The redistribution of coals’ risks occurred alongside a broader 

systematic development that political scientist Jacob Hacker calls “the great risk shift.” 

According to Hacker, “more and more economic risk has been offloaded by government 

and corporations onto the increasingly fragile balance sheets of workers and their 

families,” since the 1970s.23  

By using risk as a primary category of analysis, I place the environment at the 

center of modern U.S. history. When environmental history emerged as a distinct 

subdiscipline in the late 1970s, it represented an effort to understand the role of non-

human forces in human history. From the beginning, that project included materialist 

analysis of social phenomena and critical examination of the cultural construction of 

materiality itself. Modeling their analyses on the work of scholars like Roderick Nash, 

Raymond Williams, and Fernand Braudel, the earliest environmental historians explained 

how material nature influenced profound historical processes like colonization and 

capitalist development. But they also uncovered the ways societies politicize nature.24 

Environmental historians have continued that work during the past forty years, boring 

                                                      

 

23 Jacob S. Hacker, The Great Risk Shift: The New Economic Insecurity and the Decline 

of the American Dream (New York: Oxford Univeristy Press, 2008), xi. 

 
24 See Donald Worster, Dust Bowl: The Southern Plains in the 1930s (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1979); Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the 
Scientific Revolution (New York: Harper Collins, 1980); William Cronon, Nature's Metropolis: 

Chicago and the Great West (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1992). 
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deeper and further abroad, and, as leading scholar Paul Sutter wrote in a recent article, 

“trading the polar categories of nature and culture—and the simple but powerful moral 

narratives that such bifurcation facilitated—for approaches that see all environments as 

interweaving the natural and the cultural in complex ways.”25 This second generation of 

environmental historians followed the lead of feminist and post-colonialist peers, 

embracing hybridity as both an analytical lens and a topic in need of historicization.  

Following those historians’ lead, I argue that the history of coal during the 1970s 

is best understood through the lens of political ecology. In the words of geographer Paul 

Robbins, political ecology is the view that “politics is inevitably ecological and that 

ecology is inherently political.”26 Coined by Marxist anthropologists during the early 

1970s, it has since been used in a broad range of disciplines as a means of viewing 

ecological systems as products of power rather than apolitical natural processes.27 This 

basic assumptions are apparent in many of most influential early environmental histories. 

In those works, nature plays an essential role in human history, not only as a force that 

has structured the path of social, economic, and political change, but also as an entity 

inherently shaped by those changes. Similar themes have continued to appear in 

environmental history since these groundbreaking years, especially in studies that involve 

                                                      

25 Paul S. Sutter, "The World with Us: The State of American Environmental History," 

The Journal of American History 100, no. 1 (2013): 96. 

 
26 Paul Robbins, Political Ecology: A Critical Introduction (Malden, MA: Wiley-

Blackwell, 2011), 3. 

 
27 The first use of the phrase seems to be in Eric Wolf, “Ownership and Political 

Ecology,” Anthropological Quarterly 45, no. 3 (July 1972): 201-206 
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work, economic development, and imperialism. But that seems to have almost been an 

unavoidable outcome instead of a conscious methodological choice. Unlike political 

economy, an analytical frame with which historians are much more familiar, there are few 

studies that directly engage political ecology.    

By more consciously engaging political ecology, “Redistributing Risk” offers a 

fresh approach to late twentieth century U.S history. First, it offers a chance to reevaluate 

the scholarly debate over the modern environmental movement. Since the early 1980s, 

historians have debated environmentalisms’ origins and socio-economic scope. On one 

hand, pathbreaking work by historians like Samuel P. Hays pointed to the greater salience 

of issues like wildlife protection and pollution during the post-World War II era as 

evidence that modern environmentalism was primarily fueled by white middle-class 

Americans’ desire to improve and protect their quality of life.28 On the other hand, studies 

by historians such as Robert Gottlieb, Andrew Hurley, and Chad Montrie have outlined 

how non-white and working-class activists drew attention to a broader range of issues 

that included occupational safety and environmental racism.29 While this latter group has 

helped uncover important threads showing that environmentalism was not merely a 

middle-class phenomenon, they leave some important questions unanswered.  

                                                      

 
28 Hays, Beauty, Health, and Permanence.  

 
29 Robert Gottlieb, Forcing the Spring: The Transformation of the American 

Environmental Movement (New York: Island Press, 1993); Jim Schwab, Deeper Shades of 
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Most notably, they have too often ignored the key question in Richard White’s 

influential essay “Are You an Environmentalist, or Do You Work for a Living?” Despite 

the activism uncovered by scholars like Montrie, working people often view 

environmentalism as a movement that privileges ecological preservation over economic 

necessity. Recognizing that reality, White asked how it was that “environmentalism 

seems opposed to work,” and “work has come to play such a small role in American 

environmentalism?”30 Although White himself suggested that the answer might be found 

in an investigation of environmentalists’ problematic approach to work in nature as either 

destructive or romantically archaic, too few historians have taken on the question of why 

so many working-class people seem opposed to environmentalism. Viewing the history of 

coal mining through the lens of political ecology helps bring that question into sharper 

focus by underlining the broader economic forces and imbalances of political power that 

shaped environmental debates during the 1970s. Throughout this dissertation, I argue that 

broad social revolt, the energy crisis, and deep ecological forces that structured the coal 

industry all contributed to the transition to surface mining. Those same trends helped 

drive a wedge between reactions to the resulting environmental destruction and economic 

distress.  

Recognizing that ecological relationships are political also broadens the scope of 

environmentalism’s history. Whether historians have focused on middle-class or 

                                                      

 
30 Richard White, "'Are You an Environmentalist or Do You Work for a Living?': Work 
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working-class environmentalists, they have been primarily concerned with activism. A 

few, such as J. Brooks Flippen and Paul Sabin, have studied the role of influential 

policymakers and popular social critics, but scholarship on the role of business people 

and the corporations they lead is even more scarce.31 But so-called “green capitalism” has 

reshaped American industry since the 1970s, not only promoting the growth of new 

economic sectors but also altering marketing strategies and business models in practically 

every corner of the economy.32 More environmental historians need to follow the lead of 

other social movement scholars by extending their scope beyond activists to include the 

people and institutions they influenced.  

 But political ecology provides a path to a deeper understanding of not only how the 

environmental movement reshaped American capitalism but also how corporate 

environmentalism influenced the environmental movement’s trajectory. Specifically, the 

history of coal mining during the late twentieth century provides two examples of the 

interplay between environmentalism, business, and policy. While most studies of 

corporate environmentalism begin during the 1970s, when the environmental movement 

was in full force, “Redistributing Risk” shows that coal operators began experimenting 

with it as early as the 1930s. When complaints about the environmental impact of surface 

mining threatened new regulation, coal companies formed trade associations that 

                                                      

 
31 Flippen; Paul Sabin, The Bet: Paul Ehrlich, Julian Simon, and Our Gamble over 
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32 On corporate environmentalism, see Andrew J. Hoffman, From Heresay to Dogma: An 
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primarily served a marketing function. They not only sought to assure government 

officials that the industry was capable of self-regulation, but also branded themselves as 

“conservation” groups that were committed to the preservation and beautification of 

natural landscapes. When surface mining became a national concern in the 1970s, coal 

operators drew on that experience to present the practice as a means of ensuring both 

economic growth and environmental protection. That argument resonated with many 

coalfield residents, making the political debate over surface mining even more 

contentious.  

A focus on coal also shows how ecology was politicized during the 1970s. When 

Congress passed major amendments to the Clean Air Act in 1970, lawmakers targeted 

sulfur emissions from power plants. Because the majority of those burned coal—

accounting for more than seventy percent of the industry’s annual production—coal 

operators were in the forefront of debates over the new regulations. They joined 

electricity providers (many of whom also owned coal companies) in arguing that the 

available technology could not reduce sulfur emissions to required levels, and suggesting 

that the only solution was to produce coal with a lower sulfur content. Anyone familiar 

with the current situation in the Appalachian coalfields knows what came next. Citing the 

high sulfur content of Appalachian coal, operators shifted production to western states 

like Wyoming and Montana, where they claimed the coal was cleaner. But while the 

relative sulfur content of Appalachian and western coal is conventional wisdom today, 

there was no scientific consensus during the early 1970s. In fact, many federal officials—
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and, to be sure, Appalachian political leaders—argued that there was an adequate supply 

of low sulfur coal in West Virginia, Kentucky, and Virginia.  

Thus, I show that the decision to increase production in western states was not 

based on apolitical natural forces. Rather, it was a choice made by coal operators and 

utility providers that was influenced by a bevy of other factors, including pressure to 

increase production to meet demand during the energy crisis, labor unrest in areas with a 

long history of union activism, and community resistance to surface mining on the steep 

terrain of Central Appalachia. Coal companies won support in Appalachian communities 

where residents had previously been prone to oppose them by deflecting blame for the 

job losses that followed on what they argued were unyielding ecological realities. Just as 

importantly, they shifted that blame onto lawmakers and federal agencies like the EPA, 

which gained a reputation as a job killer. Examining the process by which business 

leaders shifted that blame provides a deeper understanding of how environmental politics 

became so contentious during the late twentieth century.  

Likewise, the developments that shaped the transition from underground to 

surface mining were not the result of natural laws governing the behavior of market 

actors. In the past, the few historians who have examined the shift to surface mining have 

assumed that it was a direct result of the higher costs of deep mining in the wake of 

federal mine safety legislation passed in 1969.33 By drawing on the records of community 

organizations, the UMWA, policymakers, and previously untapped coal company 

                                                      

33 This assumption is so widely accepted that citation is practically impossible. See any 

and all work on the coal industry since the 1970s.   
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archives, I show that coal operators’ turn to surface mining was not based merely on 

economic arithmetic. Rather, it was part of a broader transformation in modern U.S. 

history. Coal companies responded to popular unrest fueled by the civil rights movement, 

the emergence of modern environmentalism, and the economic downturn of the 1970s by 

shifting production to surface mines. As a result of their decisions, the coal industry 

emerged from the 1970s with a more nuanced public image, closer ties to federal 

policymakers, and a new center of production that was far from the hills of Central 

Appalachia.  

“Redistributing Risk” takes a loosely chronological approach to this story. 

Chapter One outlines the social, economic, and political context that developed around 

mine safety during the early twentieth century. By showing how the nature of coal shaped 

its dangers, it builds the groundwork upon which the changes of the 1970s played out. 

Chapter Two takes a long look at the history of the Coal Mine Health and Safety Act of 

1969, which shows how key mid-century social movements were to changes in the coal 

industry. Chapter Three turns its attention to the tension over workplace control during 

the early 1970s to show how miners, operators, and policymakers tried to adapt to new 

safety standards as the labor and energy crises unfolded. I examine the resistance to 

surface mining and the ways that operators’ organized to meet its challenge in Chapter 

Four, before turning to the impact of the industry’s shift westward on labor relations and 

federal strip mining controls in Chapter Five. Finally, Chapter Six maps the fallout of the 

1977-78 coal strike, the growing importance of mountaintop removal, and their impact on 

Appalachian coal communities in the last two decades of the twentieth century. 



 

 20 

 History is full of ironies, but there are none more elemental than the anachronism 

at the core of modern society. Today, humans travel and communicate at speeds that were 

unimaginable two centuries ago. We enjoy comforts like air conditioned and heated 

homes that have allowed us to settle in formerly less hospitable climates and entertain 

ourselves with electronic devices that mere decades ago existed only in science fiction. 

But our futuristic lives are made possible by our ability to tap into the distant past. The 

energy that powers our microprocessors and megacities was first transmitted to Earth 

hundreds of millions of years ago. Countless generations of plants and animals captured 

and stored it as carbon that eons of tectonic activity transformed into coal, oil, and natural 

gas. With the flip of a light switch or squeeze of a gas pump handle, we literally bring the 

past to bear on the present by unleashing the prehistoric sunshine trapped in fossil fuels. 

The following chapters show one way that the dangers of that astounding feat were 

pushed out of sight during what was supposed to be—and is often remembered as—an 

“environmental decade.” In the process, they not only put the history of one region in the 

context of broader national and global trends, but also illuminate the tendrils connecting 

modern life to its ironic origins hundreds of millions of years in the past. 
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Chapter One 

“Our Most Natural Resource”: Coal, Nature, and Risk in the Early 

Twentieth Century 

 
If industrial capitalism had a heart, it would look like a lump of coal. Until the 

nineteenth century, wind, water, wood, and the physical labor of humans and animals 

powered the American economy.1 Production depended on them. Millers harnessed the 

kinetic power of winds and rivers to grind grain and saw lumber, smelters stoked 

charcoal fires to extract iron from ore, and farmers used wooden tools and animal labor to 

plant and harvest crops. Distribution was no different. Merchants transported goods in 

animal-powered carts that they drove over roads of dirt and stone. The most successful 

loaded their wares onto boats that water and wind currents propelled to distant markets.  

As early as the 1830s, coal began to revolutionize capital’s geography. It fueled 

more powerful locomotives, which thundered across tracks of steel from coal-fired 

foundries.2 Merchants opened new markets and manufacturers found that their 

investment prospects were no longer moored to rivers, harbors, and seas. Capitalism’s 

new maps forced institutional and political changes. As coal fueled commerce on a wider 

                                                      

1 The best overview of the U.S. economy’s energy history is Martin Melosi, Coping with 
Abundance: Energy and Environment in Industrial America 1820-1980 (Philadelphia: Temple 

University Press, 1985). 

 
2 On the importance of coal to railroads: Thomas G. Andrews, Killing for Coal: 

America's Deadliest Labor War (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008); Richard White, 

Railroaded: The Transcontinentals and the Making of Modern America (New York: W.W. 

Norton & Company, 2012). On coal’s impact on the broader economy: Sean Patrick Adams, Old 
Dominion, Industrial Commonwealth: Coal, Politics, and Economy in Antebellum America 

(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004); Christopher F. Jones, Routes of Power: 
Energy and Modern America  (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014). 
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scale and at greater speeds, business people developed managerial strategies that became 

elemental to American enterprise.3 During the Progressive Era, policymakers laid the 

foundation of the modern regulatory state in response to the higher rate of interstate trade, 

the dangers of rail transport, and the smoke and soot that accompanied coal-fired power.4 

At the same time, the U.S. Navy fueled its ships with coal, embedding both domestic 

production and firing stations abroad in the geography of the nation’s industrial empire.5 

In other words, when Americans composed the story of the United States between the 

1830s and World War I, they drafted it in the same smudged blacks and reds that stained 

the walls of what Kentucky folk singer Merle Travis called “the dark dreary mine.”  

That had changed by the late 1960s. In the years after World War II, it became 

clear that oil was the nation’s most important fossil fuel.6 The oil industry came to that 

position by the same means that coal had the century before: by fueling a transportation 

revolution. During the 1950s, trains switched from coal to petroleum, diesel trucks 

became integral transporters of goods, and millions of personal automobiles encouraged 

                                                      

3 Alfred D. Chandler, The Visible Hand: The Managerial Revolution in American 
Business  (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1977). 

 
4 Thomas K McCraw, Prophets of Regulation: Charles Francis Adams, Louis D. 

Brandeis, James M. Landis, Alfred E. Kahn (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1986). 

 
5 Peter A. Shulman, Coal and Empire: The Birth of Energy Security in Industrial America  

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2015). 

 
6 Melosi, Coping with Abundance: Energy and Environment in Industrial America 1820-

1980; Christopher F. Jones, Routes of Power: Energy and Modern America  (Cambridge, MA: 
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highway construction and facilitated the growth of suburbs.7 Trade with Middle Eastern 

producers recentered global geopolitics, making oil the new fuel of empire.8 The 

traditional markets for coal evaporated, leaving electrical utilities as the industry’s last 

substantial customers. But even that customer base faltered as the federal government 

increased investments in nuclear power. As John Corcoran, president of Consolidated 

Coal, told Congress in 1972, “in the late fifties and early sixties there was a great deal of 

funding for nuclear power and we in the coal industry were in effect told to forget about 

coal.” By the early sixties, according to Corcoran, “most of us in the coal business began 

to wonder whether there would be a coal industry within 10 or 15 years.”9  

Most Americans viewed the oil shortages that followed the embargo of 1973 as an 

emergency. But coal executives saw it as an opportunity. The oil crisis offered coal 

companies a chance to reverse the trend of declining profits and shrinking markets that 

had plagued their industry since the 1940s. Many, like the Westmoreland Coal Company, 

                                                      

7 On the dwindling market for coal from railroads: Ronald D.  Eller, Uneven Ground: 

Appalachia since 1945  (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky 2008). On trucking: Shane 

Hamilton, Trucking Country: The Road the America's Wal-Mart Economy  (Princeton: Princeton 
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Adam Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside: Suburban Sprawl and the Rise of American 
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began advertising campaigns that trumpeted the vast domestic supply and reliability of 

coal. One such ad, which Westmoreland ran in energy industry journals, declared that it 

was “natural for America to turn to [coal] in an energy crisis,” because coal was “our 

most natural resource.”10 In its original context, that statement was little more than clever 

wordplay on the part of well-trained copywriters. But as this chapter argues, coal is an 

unusually natural resource. Of the resources humans use to fuel their societies, coal is 

among the most natural in that its nature—the aspects of it that are outside of human 

control—plays a unusually significant role in shaping its economic, political, and social 

history.  

 

*** 

Coal played such a key role in the creation of industrial America that efforts to 

deal with its risks helped shape the nation’s political economy in the early twentieth 

century. As liberal economist and the U.S.’s first sociology professor William Graham 

Sumner wrote in 1905, the coal industry was “one of the most important in the United 

States,” not because of its size, but rather “on account of its peculiar position in our 

industrial system.” Most importantly, Sumner noted, there was a “great number of social 
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and economic questions which cluster around” coal.11 The topics of labor relations and 

environmental regulation were at the top of that list. 

The ecological processes that created coal built the stage upon which that history 

unfolded. The origins of coal’s “peculiar position” began approximately 300 million 

years ago, when shallow pools of water and dense forests covered the land that later 

became coal-rich regions like Appalachia. The discards of these primordial forests—

leaves, stems, branches, and entire plants—gathered in these pools, where the lack of 

oxygen slowed their decomposition. Over time, the remains of these prehistoric plants 

combined with other dead things to form a thick mush that lined the bottom of the 

swamplands. Hundreds of millions of years of tectonic activity, receding and returning 

waters, and the evolution, birth, and deaths of countless organisms piled soil, rock, and 

bones atop the mush, compressing and heating it under the weight of tons of earth, 

eventually forming it into coal.12 

Because of the dangers inherent in mining, coal’s ecology helped shape the 

American labor movement. During the early twentieth century, observers such as 

sociologist Peter Roberts noted that coal miners, more than many other groups of 

working-class people, were “deeply interested in economic questions.” In the minds of 

people like Roberts, that interest made miners dangerous. In particular, Roberts worried 

                                                      

11 Peter Roberts, The Anthracite Coal Industry: A Study of the Economic Conditions and 
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that “the ideals and doctrines of socialism are to a considerable, and perhaps increasing, 

extent accepted” in coal mining communities.13 That was a product of coal’s nature. 

Because they worked in coalmines, miners faced risks that owners and operators did not. 

As a result, they formed bonds and developed arguments about inequality that coal 

companies had a difficult time suppressing during the early twentieth century.  

In particular, coal miners became effective union organizers—even in the face of 

violent resistance of operators. Most notably, they built the United Mine Workers of 

America (UMWA) into the largest individual trade union in the country by 1918, with a 

membership of more than 400,000.14 Operators met efforts to unionize the industry with 

fierce resistance from operators that at times erupted into violent confrontations. 

Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, coal miners were both the 

perpetrators and victims of some of America’s most bloody labor violence. In 

Pennsylvania during the 1870s, immigrant miners associated with the Molly Maguires 

were arrested and charged with murder, arson, and kidnapping after disasters and poor 

working conditions sent coal miners out on strike. In 1914, the Colorado National Guard 

and guards employed by the Colorado Fuel & Iron Company attacked a tent colony of 
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striking coal miners and their families, killing more than twenty people—including 

women and children—in the infamous Ludlow Massacre.15  

Nowhere were the battles between miners and operators more spectacular than in 

the bituminous coal fields of Central Appalachia, particularly in West Virginia and 

Eastern Kentucky. While competition in the coal industry during the nineteenth century 

was divided between eastern and western producers, the expansion of rail lines along the 

riverbeds that snake their way through the southern mountains brought the rich fields of 

the South to the national market.16 During the early years of the twentieth century, 

southern operators capitalized on the lower labor costs of southern non-union mines by 

shifting production away from the unionized northern anthracite fields.17 That advantage 

made the organization of the southern fields a goal for both the UMWA and northern 

operators, who were so concerned with the price and wage destabilization created by the 

southern mines. For their part, operators in the south began to suspect a conspiracy 

between the union and larger, more established companies in Ohio, Indiana, and 

Illinois.18 During the 1920s and 1930s, these tensions led to ferocious battles. In West 

                                                      

15 Thomas G. Andrews, Killing for Coal: America's Deadliest Labor War  (Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 2008). 
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Virginia, miners fought police and strike breakers in the 1921 Battle of Blair Mountain, 

the largest armed insurrection since the Civil War. Similarly, warfare between miners and 

coal companies in Kentucky during the 1930s earned Harlan County the nickname 

“Bloody Harlan,” and prompted local resident Florence Reese to write the labor anthem 

“Which Side are You On?”19   

During the early twentieth century, the work of mining shaped the risks that 

miners faced and the strategies they devised for dealing with them. Coal mining remained 

mostly unchanged in the century between the opening of the Pennsylvania anthracite 

fields during the 1830s and World War I. Mines were constructed as a series of 

chambers, separated by pillars of stone running from the floor to the ceiling. Miners 

would lay track down in the corridors that ran from a primary collection point to the 

deepest sections of the mine, with spurs jutting into each room. Workers accessed the 

seam via the coalface, which made up the majority of one of the walls in every chamber, 

and were tasked with breaking coal from the face, and loading it into a car, which was 

usually delivered to a collection site by other workers. Within each chamber, miners most 

often worked in teams of two. One, generally the most experienced, would be assigned 

the job of blaster. That miner would destabilize the face by lying on the ground and using 

a pickaxe to “undercut” a wedge of coal where the seam met the chamber floor. Then, 

they would drill a series of holes in the face, into which they placed explosives that they 

would then ignite with a long fuse. If they had adequately destabilized the face, drilled 
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the blast holes to appropriate depths, and loaded the proper amount of explosives, the 

outer edge of the seam would fall into rubble in the chamber floor. As the blaster began 

this process again on the new face, the second miner would shovel the blasted coal from 

the floor into the car, where it would wait to be delivered to the collection site.  

This work was dangerous on many levels. Shoddy construction or extended use 

could make mine roofs unstable, and the removal of pillars to retrieve the coal inside led 

to roof falls that trapped, injured, and killed many miners. Because miners were 

themselves organisms interacting with the underground ecology of coal mines, their mere 

existence created dangers. Dust and bad air damaged their long-term health. Without 

proper ventilation, air quality worsened the deeper into a mine a miner worked, as the 

other miners closer to the entrance consumed oxygen and expelled carbon dioxide. But 

the work process itself presented many opportunities for dangerous accidents to occur. 

Sometimes, if the face was already unstable or the blaster cut into a particularly brittle 

section of rock during the destabilizing phase, the face would fall without the aid of 

explosives and onto the miner lying on the floor of the mine.20 Undercutting was 

particularly treacherous after the day’s first blasting.  Because coal was formed when 

organic material was deprived of the levels of oxygen that would have facilitated its rapid 

decomposition, fresh faces of coal quickly absorbed oxygen.21 The oxygen rushing into 
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the new face of coal created fissures that spread across the face, making the effects of 

cutting less predictable.  

 The work of mining during the period before the 1930s pushed some miners to 

share operators’ desire for high daily productivity and made their work even more 

dangerous in the process. Most miners worked on a per-ton basis, so received better pay 

when they mined more coal. This helped make mining even more dangerous. Blasters 

sometimes set off deadly explosions by overloading shots or topping them off with 

explosive coal dust to clear more coal from the face.22 When a blast was inserted in a 

drill-hole, several “dummy cartridges” were packed in for tamping. If those were 

properly made and tamped, the explosion would tear down the coal. But if it had been 

made carelessly, the “tamps will blow out like shot from a gun-barrel,” ignite any 

flammables in the air and kill or badly burn the shot-firers. The latter conditions were all 

too common. According to some reports, as many as nine out of ten miners used coal dust 

rather than clay to tamp their shots.23  

For many miners, facing these risks became an essential aspect of their role as 

fathers and husbands. In coalfields across the country, mining often began as a family 

industry. As late as the 1920s, children, including girls, helped mine coal on family 

                                                      

22 One miner remarked that he needed nine each day, “one for me, one for the old 
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land.24 But coalmining became an exclusively male occupation by 1932, when seventeen 

states had passed laws barring women from the mines. In Appalachia, transmitting 

knowledge of the risks of mining became an important part of a father’s responsibility to 

his family. In the 1970s, Raymond Densmore, who began work in the mines as a boy 

during the first decade of the century, remembered that safety was a sacred knowledge 

passed down from father to son. Each miner had to learn this, Densmore wrote, because 

“you simply cannot depend on your fellow workmen to look out for you.”25  

The collective danger of mining also sometimes helped miners organize across 

racial and ethnic lines. As Thomas Andrews has pointed out, the danger of work 

underground was both a source of continuous discontent among miners and served as a 

rallying point for workers from varied cultural backgrounds.26 But those bonds also 

extended into the broader community. During the early twentieth century, observers 

noted that in coal communities, “the talk in the pool room or on the lodge across from the 

                                                      

24 Ethel Day Smith, from Pine Mountain Kentucky, later relayed her experience working 
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Company, 1977).  

 
26 Andrews, Killing for Coal. 
 



 

 32 

company store,” was primarily “the talk of the one industry.” Just as importantly, they 

also observed “at the end of the day, most workers would “come home black.”27   

 In this context, the UMWA became a means for miners to mobilize their discontent 

with safety conditions. By 1905, four of the union’s first five official objectives involved 

safety in some way.28 But the union also used the miners’ relationship to danger in other 

ways. Recognizing how important the culture of risk-taking was to miners, organizers 

often used the language of risk to encourage new members to join the union. This tactic 

was especially successful when it also appealed to miners’ notions of manhood, which 

helped make Mary Harris “Mother” Jones one of the UMWA’s most effective organizers. 

Jones not only mobilized the women of mining communities to lend picket lines the 

added weight of female criticism aimed at potential strikebreakers, but also directed her 

organizing pitches at miners’ masculinity. During her time in Southern West Virginia at 

the turn of the twentieth century, for instance, Jones chastised one crowd of miners. “If 

you are too cowardly to fight,” Jones told her audience “I will.” But, she declared, those 
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who stood aside “ought to be ashamed [of themselves],” for standing in the presence of 

“one old woman who is not afraid of all the bloodhounds.”29  

Mining was dangerous, but work in a mine was also organized in ways that gave 

miners control over their workplace. Operators slowly mechanized the mines during the 

first three decades of the twentieth century, particularly by introducing electric drills and 

new undercutting machines. But the daily workflow of miners continued to be largely 

unsupervised. In mines where pay was linked to the amount of coal dug and loaded each 

day, miners were rarely required to check in or out. This was especially troublesome for 

operators of drift mines, which were dug into the side of a hill and not vertically into the 

ground, as shaft mines were. Whereas miners working in a shaft mine relied on above-

ground workers who operated the elevator-like cages to lower them into the mine and 

haul them back out at the end of the day, miners in drift mines could exit the mine by 

walking out on their own volition.30 Because of the normal flow of a miners’ work, 

furthermore, that opportunity presented itself several times throughout the day. Blasters 

and loaders were often forced to wait for motormen to bring empty cars back before 

shoveling their next loads for the day. If one of those waiting periods occurred near the 

end of the day, the miners might decide to leave early. In towns in the southern fields, 
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where drift mines dominated, miners would sometimes be washed and downtown going 

about their business by quitting time in most factories.31  

These challenges forced operators to find new ways of disciplining their workers. 

Some companies tried to exert basic control over miners by banning smoking during 

working hours or requiring prior notice of planned absences.32 But in the coalfields of 

West Virginia and Eastern Kentucky, the company town became an important means of 

control. Employer-supplied housing was not unique to the southern bituminous fields, nor 

to the coal industry alone, but in areas with sparse transportation networks and little prior 

development, company towns were a way for operators to secure easier access to labor 

and to discipline their workers.33 Because miners and their families lived in housing 

owned by the company, operators reserved the right to evict them when their employment 

was terminated. As a result, miners working in a drift mine may be able leave the mine at 

any time of the day, but if they did so against the wishes of their supervisor, they may not 

have anywhere to go.34 By 1925, nearly eighty percent of West Virginia coal miners, and 
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approximately sixty-six percent of miners in the rest of Appalachia, lived in company 

towns35. The prevalence of company towns in Southern Appalachia leant social relations 

in the region a starkness that increased its prominence in debates about American 

capitalism during the 1920s and 1930s. Some observers, such as sociologist Winthrop D. 

Lane, used the example of company housing to highlight the conflict between the ethical 

and legal foundations of private property. “Is it desirable,” Lane wrote in 1921, “that the 

100,000 coal miners of West Virginia should have homes in which they may enjoy some 

security of residence?” Conversely, he wondered, “is it desirable that coal-mining 

companies . . . should have control over the occupancy of miners’ houses owned by 

them? How else can they be sure of an adequate and willing labor force?”36 Others, such 

as novelist Malcolm Cowley argued that company towns encouraged class warfare to 

rage more “nakedly” than in other parts of the country.37 Company housing created clear 

divisions between operators and miners, Cowley wrote, but also divided “the inhabitants 

of the county seat,” from those who lived in the “clusters of miserable cabins far back in 

the hills” that constituted company towns.38  

 Those divisions helped embed coal into the identity of these communities. To many 

residents, mining coal and managing its risks became a generational legacy that was 
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passed from parents to children. Even more, the hard work and danger mining 

symbolized became something to prize and celebrate rather than a mark of poverty. 

Entire communities in Appalachia began to identify themselves with the industry, and to 

hold dear the sacrifices that their ancestors had made in the mines and hills of the region.  

Residents in mining communities were not the only ones looking for ways of 

balancing coal’s risks. The emergence of a coal-based industrial economy in the late 

nineteenth century also created environmental problems. During the Progressive Era, 

lawmakers responded to many of these—including pollution, deforestation, occupational 

hazards, and questionable industrial food production—with a wave of new laws and 

regulations.39 That legislation, along with new agencies like the Forest Service and the 

Food and Drug Administration, laid much of the groundwork for the centralized federal 

government that emerged in the twentieth century. Even more importantly, the 

environmental issues that helped spur these first moves toward a more consolidated 

federal state also influenced the shape that the twentieth-century state would take in 

fundamental ways. First, they helped ensure that it would be technocratic. Because 

environmental problems required scientific expertise to understand and technical 

knowledge to remedy, Progressive politicians passed legislation that drew on the 

expertise of professionals like hydrologists, foresters, and geologists, and required their 
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help in its administration and enforcement.40 Secondly, because of the nature of the 

particular environmental problems Progressive lawmakers addressed, they also helped 

ensure that it would be devoted to rationalizing capitalist land use. One of the most 

important environmental issues for many late nineteenth century commentators was the 

presumed closure of the mythical American frontier. Many political leaders took up 

George Perkins Marsh’s theory that if Americans continued to use the land in a 

haphazard, unscientific fashion, in absence of new lands to conquer for cultivation, the 

nation would go the way of the Roman Empire, which had diminished after denuding the 

once lush Mediterranean landscape.41 

Efforts to improve the safety of coal mining were also an integral part of the 

growth of the federal state. State efforts to regulate mine safety began as early as the late 

1860s, but the federal government made its first foray in 1910. After a series of mine 

disasters in the first decade of the twentieth century, most notably the worst mine 

explosion in U.S. history, the Monongalia Disaster of 1907, Congress established the 

Bureau of Mines. The creation of the bureau was inspired by safety concerns, but 

Congress charged the new agency with both monitoring and supporting the economic 

development of the coal industry. That mandate continued efforts that began in the U.S. 

Geological Survey in the late nineteenth century, which treated mine safety not only as a 

solution to occupational health problems, but economic problems as well. As a 1908 
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Scientific America article about a new USGS experiment station put it, the goal of the 

survey was to learn more about the causes of mine disasters and to “reduce the waste of 

the fuel resources of the United States.”42  

Federal mine safety legislation continued to emphasize investment in research 

throughout the early twentieth century. As a result, standard setting and enforcement 

remained the responsibility of state governments. In 1937, Congress passed the National 

Bituminous Coal Act, giving the federal government the authority to investigate and 

report on safety conditions. Then, in 1941, it enacted legislation enabling safety 

inspectors from the Bureau of Mines to check conditions in coalmines on at least an 

annual basis.43 The 1941 act also required employers to fill out reports on each injury that 

occurred in their mines and send that report to the Bureau of Mines. But the Bureau still 

had no enforcement power, and lacked the funding necessary to process all the injury 

reports submitted by operators.44 

But safety also continued to be a top concern for miners’ organizations. In 1946, it 

was a major point of contention in the negotiations between UMWA President John L. 

Lewis and bituminous operators. While Lewis proposed to give the union’s safety 

committees the ability to close mines that were deemed unsafe, operators countered that 
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this would force them to “abdicate management responsibility” by giving miners too 

much control over the workplace.45 Frustrated with the coalminers’ disruption of the 

transition into a peacetime economy so shortly after World War II, President Harry 

Truman seized the mines and forced the UMWA to negotiate with new Secretary of the 

Interior Joseph Krug. Lewis agreed to a contract with the federal government, but only if 

Krug promised that a federal safety code, written in consultation with a committee of 

miners and operators, would be put in place by the end of June.46 On July 26, the 

Department of Interior released the new safety code, which established more than three 

hundred separate standards. In particular, it addressed issues like ventilation, the use of 

explosives, timbering, rock dusting, haulage, electricity, and fires and disasters. Under 

the code, violations of the standards would be called to the attention of the operator by 

the union, and if violations were not eliminated, they would be reported to the Coal 

Mines Administrator. The operators were given the ability to appeal to the Administrator, 

who would investigate and make a final decision. The code divided mines into those in 

which gas had been detected in the past and those where none had yet been found. But 

regardless of their history, all mines had to be examined for gas and other hazards at least 

once a day within four hours before workers entered the mine.47 
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But concerns over the encroachment of federal power into areas traditionally 

reserved for the states continued to limit mine safety regulation. In March 1947, while the 

mines were still under the control of the Department of Interior, an explosion in a mine 

near the town of Centralia, Illinois killed 111 miners. The Centralia disaster exposed the 

weaknesses in the federal system. Newspapers reported that “difficulties” arose from the 

fact that while the Bureau of Mines operated an inspection service, it only had the power 

to publicize those reports. Often, the extent of publication was transmitting the reports to 

the UMWA to aid them in grievance procedures.48 But although the terms of the federal 

safety code were incorporated into the contract between the UMWA and operators after 

the mines were returned to their owners later in 1947, they were never codified in federal 

law.49 Four years later, another mining disaster restarted the conversation about federal 

safety regulations. In late December 1951, an explosion in West Frankfort, Illinois killed 

119 workers. During visits in January, February, and July 1951, federal inspectors 

reported heavy concentrations of methane, insufficient rock dusting, and smoking inside 

the mine. But because they had no power to close the mine for these infractions, 

inspectors posted their findings on the mine bulletin board and spoke with the smoking 

miners about the dangers of carrying lit cigarettes into potentially explosive 

atmospheres.50 Because inspectors had recently visited the mine and found a long list of 
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safety hazards, Congress reacted to the West Frankfort explosion with more legislative 

urgency. On January 16, Senator James E. Murray, chairman of the Labor Committee 

appointed a special subcommittee on mine safety.51 During the hearings, witnesses 

stressed the need for federal inspectors to have the power to close mines they deemed 

dangerous. Some, like Secretary of the Interior Oscar Chapman, suggested that safety 

violations should carry criminal penalties.52 

Many operators and some legislators were uncomfortable with the idea of 

increased federal power. Joseph Moody, President of the Southern Coal Operators 

Association published a letter to the editor in the New York Times arguing against the 

potential new legislation. “There can be no question,” Moody wrote, “of the earnest 

desire on the part of everyone in the industry to have the coal industry a safer one in 

which to work.” But he believed that making federal inspectors “policemen of the 

mines,” and creating the “tremendous federal organization which would be necessary” to 

enforce national safety regulations were both unwise ideas.53 Moody also provided 

testimony to the House Subcommittee on Education and Labor when it considered the 

new act, where he argued that federal regulations had not improved safety conditions on 
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the railroads, which he said, had “been under federal regulation for many years . . . and 

are having some of the worst years in their history.”54  

Ultimately, though, Moody’s greatest objection to federal safety regulations was 

that they would lead to the nationalization of the coal industry.55 At least some 

lawmakers shared Moody’s concern about the constitutionality of the growing power of 

the federal government. During a conversation about the language of the proposed 

legislation, Graham Barden, a Republican from North Carolina and chair of the 

Subcommittee on Education and Labor, pointed out a clause in the regulations that 

allowed their application to mines employing fifteen or more employees or those that 

otherwise had a significant impact on the “commerce of the nation.” Barden worried that 

this language was included so that if the legislation were challenged in court, it would be 

deemed constitutional under the commerce clause. Another subcommittee member, 

Thomas Werdel of California, replied to Barden’s concerns by suggesting that when “we 

take up a law like this, we have to admit that it is the purpose of this committee to 

circumvent the old principle that this type of police activity was confined to the states.”56 

In 1952, Congress passed the bill debated by Barden and Werdel as the Federal 

Coal Mine Safety Act. The act gave the Bureau of Mines the power to issue withdrawal 

orders for mines that inspectors deemed dangerous, but did not provide for any penalties 

for operators who violated safety standards set by the Bureau. The act also only applied 
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to mines that employed fifteen or more employees, leaving smaller mines exempt from 

all federal inspections and standards. Even as President Truman signed the act into law, 

he warned that its provisions seemed insufficient. While he claimed his advisors assured 

him that the exemptions “were provided to avoid any economic hardship,” for smaller 

mines, Truman worried that “they are so worded that the unsafe conditions and practices 

could continue for years.”
57

  

The President was right to be worried. Unsafe conditions continued in coalmines, 

particularly the smaller mines that remained exempt from federal standards. But other 

aspects of the coal industry were changing. By 1952, coal was no longer the primary fuel 

driving the American economy. In the twenty years between the Federal Coal Mine 

Safety Act of 1952 and the oil crisis that prompted Westmoreland Coal to describe coal 

as “our most natural resource,” coal companies, mining communities, and lawmakers 

stood on shifting ground as oil dominated the nation’s energy markets. But coal’s nature 

had helped shape the institutions of American capitalism, including corporate structure, 

organized labor, and the federal regulatory regime. In the 1950s and 1960s, business 

people, miners, and policymakers continued to react to that wildness in innovative ways.  

The environmental and physical risks of coal played the most obvious roles in 

giving the industry its shape, but the financial risk of coalmining played just as important 

a part. Like coal’s other risks, the ecological processes that created it were fundamental to 

the industry’s relationship to financial risk.  Because of the vast number of variables that 
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went into its formation, not all coal is alike. Depending on the organisms whose remains 

were compressed into a coal seam and the pressure and heat involved, coal can take one 

of seven different grades. The lowest grade, sub-coal peat, is almost like soil, soft and 

brown, but flammable. The highest grade, graphite, is shiny, black, and brittle, and most 

commonly used as lead for pencils. There are major differences between each grade of 

coal. For example, geologists classify lignite and anthracite, respectively the lowest and 

highest grade of coal regularly used for energy production, as entirely different types of 

rock. Lignite, along with the bituminous coal that is most prevalent in the Southern 

Appalachian coalfields, is a sedimentary rock whose primary characteristic is that it is an 

assemblage of various rock forms. Anthracite, on the other hand, was exposed to so much 

pressure and heat that geologists consider it a metamorphic rock.58 As a result, anthracite 

contains fewer impurities than other commonly used grades like lignite and bituminous.  

This variation makes coal an unwieldy commodity. In order for a commodity to 

be exchanged smoothly in an advanced market economy spanning any considerable 

distance, it must be interchangeable. To take a classic example, a consumer in Kansas can 

buy a coat produced by workers in Indonesia because that single coat carries a set of 

characteristics that are like other coats, upon which a price has been set. 

Interchangeability is such an essential characteristic of commodities that various  

 

abstractions emerge to smooth out any variation among individual items in a group of 

commodities. This can be seen particularly in the trade of goods that undergo minimal 
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alterations to their origins in nature. One famous example is the abstraction of the grain 

trade described by William Cronon in Nature’s Metropolis. Before the development of a 

national market, Cronon explains, farmers brought their grain to market where they sold 

it as the product of a specific farm. Once transportation and storage technologies 

advanced to the point that a national market was possible, grain from any given farm was 

lumped in with grain from farms across the Midwest. To make these different goods 

interchangeable commodities, the Chicago Board of Trade established a set of artificial 

grades of grain, based on look and feel.59  

Coal is an even more cumbersome commodity than wheat. Burning different 

types of coal produces different results. When geologists explain that coal grades 

correspond to the amount of pressure and heat a seam was exposed to over time, they 

mean that the higher grades of coal are the remnants of formally living matter that has 

been compressed so tightly for so long that most of what remains is the carbon that forms 

the basis of life on Earth. As a result, each grade of coal burns differently. The flame 

from anthracite is blue, clean, and hot, which made it the preferred choice for iron 

smelting before coking technology progressed. Bituminous coal, which is primarily used 

today in electrical generation, has a higher percentage of impurities making its smoke 

more noxious. 
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Like the Chicago Board of Trade’s grain classifications, coal grades are artificial. 

The forces that created coal observed no easily demarcated lines of differentiation. 

Pressure and heat varied from seam to seam, but could also vary from one end of a single 

coal seam to the other. Just as there is a spectrum of carbon purity from peat to graphite, 

there are variations within each grade of coal as well. Most importantly for the modern 

coal industry, the water content of bituminous coal can vary. This creates problems in the 

market for coal because boilers used in electrical generation must be calibrated to 

accommodate specific amounts of water in the coal they burn. So, if a utilities company 

is interested in building a new coal-fired power plant, it first needs to know the water 

content of the coal the plant will burn. Likewise, operators who open a new mine must 

first learn whether existing power generators will be able to use their coal. While 

capitalist markets may thrive on unpredictability, the volatility created by coal’s nature is 

much too disruptive for firms engaged in high upfront cost ventures like power 

generation or mine construction. As a result, mine operators and utilities companies often 

enter into long-term contracts that ensure the delivery of a specific type of coal at a fixed-

rate over the course of thirty to forty years. 

The peculiar nature of coal gave the industry its structure. Long before operators 

came to depend on public utilities as their main customers, observers noted that the coal 

industry was “sub-capitalistic” due to its apparent imperviousness to the normal laws of 
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supply and demand.60 The price of coal had little effect on its demand, and the long lead 

times and treacherous nature of opening a mine made the industry slow to react to market 

changes. Because the conditions of idle coalmines deteriorate rapidly, operators cannot 

close them with the hope of reopening later. This led to a cycle of boom and bust for the 

industry, with the busts often following periods of high demand and subsequent 

overproduction. During World War I, for instance, the bituminous coal operators opened 

more than 3,000 new mines. After the armistice, expansion continued at the wartime 

pace, but demand plummeted, ultimately resulting in the bankruptcy of many new 

operations.61 The boom and bust cycle meant that larger companies with the capital to 

insulate themselves from periods of overproduction were more likely to survive. 

Corporations created from the consolidation of many operations, such as the aptly named 

Consolidation Coal, or those that were subsidiaries of larger firms like U.S. Steel became 

the industry’s standard-bearers, while scores of smaller companies were swept away with 

each successive cycle.62    

The relationship between coal and public utilities fostered a bifurcation between 

large and small coal companies, due to the high operational costs of both industries. 

Power plants and coalmines require massive initial investments. An American Electric   
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Power Company plant near Captina, West Virginia, for instance, cost the company 

ninety-one million dollars to build in 1958.63 The cost of opening a new underground 

mine during the period was comparable, usually reaching over one hundred million 

dollars and requiring up to five to seven years of lead-time.64 Once a mine was 

operational, the company could still expect to invest up to an extra one hundred million 

dollars per thousand tons mined, at a depreciation rate of twenty-five percent.65 

Additionally, because steam plays a critical role in coal-fired power plants, utilities 

companies had to ensure that the boilers on their plants were calibrated to the water 

content of the coal they burned. 

These high construction costs and finicky requirements of coal boilers presented a 

high barrier to entry, which coal and utilities companies overcame with long-term fixed-

rate contracts. By scheduling deliveries over the course of twenty or thirty years, these 

contracts allowed utilities companies to construct plants knowing they would be supplied 

with usable coal for decades. Similarly, the contracts reduced the financial risk for coal 

operators, who could accurately predict the income a mine would create over the course 

of its lifetime. But large coal companies were much better equipped to deliver on long-

term contracts than their smaller competitors. Often, small coal companies were family 

operations that mined thin seams with much shorter lifespans. By the late 1960s, this 
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imbalance between large and small coal companies created an industry with more than 

3,500 firms, but in which the top fifteen produced more than half of the nation’s coal.66  

Just as importantly, long-term fixed-rate contracts focused large operators on 

productivity. In a market dominated by contracts securing sales for decades, the greatest 

risk for coal companies became not delivering the tonnage they had promised electricity 

producers. In 1950, that imperative pushed the nation’s largest operators to form the 

Bituminous Coal Operators Association (BCOA). As the BCOA became the industry’s 

most important bargaining unit, its members’ focus on predictable productivity led to a 

more collaborative relationship with the formerly combative UMWA. By agreeing to 

contract terms with the union, large operators avoided constant strikes, and thereby 

secured a steady labor supply that allowed them to deliver on their contracts with electric 

utilities. But the accord between operators and the union did not always extend to the 

community level. During the early twentieth century, miners and their communities had 

used their power over the workplace and direct action protest to balance coal’s risks by 

walking off the job and shutting down mines that were unsafe. Those strategies continued 

to be effective during the late twentieth century. But operators’ desire for constant 

productivity only increased after the energy crisis began in the late 1960s. By the end of 
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the 1970s, the tension created by the continuation of those two trends had transformed the 

industry.  
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Chapter Two 

Making Mining “Safe”: the Long History of the Coal Mine Health and 

Safety Act of 1969 

Ninety-nine coal miners were working the third shift at Consolidation Coal’s No. 

9 mine on the morning of November 20, 1968. Most had likely slept through the day 

before, hoping to increase the chance they would be alert enough to avoid any of the 

countless dangers of digging coal below the ground. Those who had families may have 

woken in time to eat dinner with them. More than a few probably found frozen turkeys in 

their refrigerators, defrosting in preparation for Thanksgiving the following week. 

Sometime around 11pm, each of them climbed into a car or truck, some alone, others 

with co-workers, most with lunch boxes packed by someone who loved them. It was a 

Tuesday night like any other.  

But just before dawn, at 5:40 AM, an explosion ripped through their mine. The 

concussion was so violent that it shook the walls of a motel twelve miles away. It woke 

the residents of the nearby town, who rushed to the mine, fearing the worst for their 

friends, husbands, fathers, and sons inside. When they arrived, they saw a staggering 

scene. Flames poured from the mine shafts and rose 150 feet into the air, where they 

snapped against the autumn sky. Rescue efforts began immediately. By noon, volunteers 

and emergency personnel had retrieved twenty-one workers, all of whom survived. But 
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seventy-eight people were still inside.1 Nine days later, in what President Lyndon 

Johnson called “a final tragic acknowledgement of human failure,” officials sealed the 

mine. Every person still inside the mine after those first few hours was declared dead.2    

 The Farmington Disaster was a tragedy, but it was not necessarily a surprise. Coal 

mining was one of the most dangerous occupations in the world, and everyone involved--

miners, their families, industry leaders, and policymakers--had looked for ways to 

manage its risks since the earliest days of the industry. But in the U.S., the federal 

government’s regulation of mine safety was still uneven at best. The Federal Coal Mine 

Safety Act of 1952 gave federal inspectors authority to assess the safety of some mines, 

but only those with more than fourteen employees. That exception left as many eight 

thousand mines exempt from federal regulations.3 Congress amended the 1952 act in 

1966, but regulations still only covered so-called “gassy” mines, which meant that a large 

portion of small mines were still outside of federal jurisdiction.  

 Those exemptions endured until the Farmington Disaster reinserted mine safety into 

the national spotlight. Immediately following the disaster, lawmakers began work on the 

groundbreaking bill that became the Coal Mine Health and Safety Act of 1969. When 
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Congress passed that bill, which is commonly referred to as the Coal Act, it made all U.S. 

Coal mines subject to federal inspection and safety standards, which for the first time 

carried the threat of mandatory fines and civil charges for repeat offenders. Just as 

importantly, the Coal Act set new standards fro respirable dust levels inside mines, and 

provided relief for miners disabled by respiratory diseases like coal workers’ 

pneumoconiosis, also know as black lung.  

 Because the story of Farmington played a prominent role in the news coverage and 

political discussion leading up to the passage of the Coal Act, most accounts of the law’s 

origins begin in 1968. But it was neither the first nor the last disaster to draw public 

attention to the problem of mine safety. To truly understand the history and impact of the 

Coal Act, it is necessary to investigate why Farmington produced public outrage that, in 

the words of one West Virginia newspaper, had more “tenacity and durability” than the 

disasters that came before.4  

This chapter outlines the ecological, social, economic, and political changes that 

made that public outrage and—just as importantly—policy attention so tenacious and 

durable.5 It focuses on two developments that emerged during the 1950s and 1960s. First, 
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after World War II, miners in the Central Appalachian coalfields became frustrated with 

high unemployment, pervasive poverty, and the newly cooperative relationship between 

United Mine Workers of America (UMWA) leaders and major coal companies. 

Beginning in the late 1950s, miners—primarily in Eastern Kentucky and West Virginia—

participated in a series of violent and often unauthorized strikes over safety and other 

working conditions.  

The impact of those strikes reached far beyond the mines. During the early sixties, 

they helped fuel antipoverty efforts in the region that included the federal War on 

Poverty, which in turn fostered an even greater upsurge of working-class activism in 

Appalachia. By the early seventies, grassroots mobilization in Appalachia led to a rank-

and-file revolution in the UMWA that rocked labor relations in the coal industry and 

contributed to a broader upheaval throughout the U.S. Along the way, coal miners and 

their communities forged important coalitions with activists in what historians have 

referred to as the “movement of movements,” the broad-ranging struggle for equality 

fueled by post-World War II civil rights activism.6  Connecting sometimes-isolated 
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mountain communities and bridging divides between working-class people and 

professionals in fields such as public health, those coalitions represented new 

opportunities to consolidate collective political power. Most importantly, they allowed 

coalfield residents to experiment with new methods of organizing during a period when 

the UMWA had become unresponsive, helped elevate conditions in Appalachia into an 

overarching conversation about inequality, and leant even greater moral weight to issues 

like mine safety.   

Secondly, this chapter details the origins and impact of divisions that had 

developed within the coal industry by the late 1960s. In particular, it shows how that 

disunion was a result of the interplay between ecological and economic forces. As U.S. 

steel production declined and railroads converted their engines to diesel power, electricity 

producers became the most important consumers of coal. The close relationship between 

the utility and coal industries was a key factor in the history coalmining in the 1970s. But 

for the purposes of understanding the origins of the Coal Act, the most important aspect 

of that relationship is the most basic. Power plants burned coal in boilers that produced 

steam, which then drove the turbines that generated electricity. The centrality of steam to 

that process meant that utility companies had to calibrate their plants to the specific water 

content of the coal they purchased. So, before they built a new plant, utilities needed to 

know exactly where their coal would come from. Likewise, as other markets dried up, 
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coal companies were hesitant to invest in new operations without knowing who was 

going to buy their coal. As a result, long-term fixed-rate contracts—often with terms as 

long as forty years—began to dominate the market for coal.  

This exacerbated the coal industry’s longstanding propensity toward bifurcation, 

and by 1969 coal companies were divided into one of two groups: the handful of large 

corporations who supplied the bulk of national production, or the thousands of smaller 

companies who produced the rest. Because of this segmentation, large and small 

producers often had distinct business practices that led to competing interests. While 

large coal companies usually employed union labor and were run by executives interested 

in attracting federal investment to coal research, smaller companies were more likely to 

be non-union operations with close ties to local and state power brokers. These 

differences had a profound impact on the Coal Act. By the time of the Farmington 

Disaster, leaders of large companies like Consolidation Coal’s John Corcoran were 

prepared to support federal safety legislation as a means of improving their relationship 

with lawmakers, while many small companies saw the new law as part of a long 

conspiracy between large producers and the UMWA to drive them out of business.  

It is practically impossible to detangle the individual threads of historical trends, 

contemporary attitudes, and quotidian contingency that knot together to drive legislative 

action. But by exploring the question of why the Farmington Disaster led to a federal 

mine safety law when so many other tragedies had not, this chapter makes a key point. 

Federal officials possessed the technical and legislative expertise necessary to regulate 

coalmine safety long before 1969. They simply lacked the political will. Connecting the 
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widespread unrest in Appalachia during the late 1960s to conditions that began to emerge 

a more than a decade before shows that a substantial amount of that will was the product 

of a pivotal moment in U.S. History. The streams of political, economic, and cultural 

change that converged during the postwar era fostered numerous efforts to hone 

American democracy into a more effective weapon against inequality. In some cases, the 

people who participated in those efforts sought to fight inequality based on race, gender, 

or sexuality. Sometimes, they battled economic inequality. But they rarely targeted only 

one. In Central Appalachia, local people and their allies added the inequalities of risk to 

that fight. In the process, they changed the course of the coal industry. But industry 

leaders also lived in this climate of changing social mores and shifting political priorities, 

and the imperatives and perspectives that shaped their experience played an equally 

important role in the course of modern U.S. history.  

 

* * * 

 

The UMWA’s bloody battle to unionize the Central Appalachian coalfields of 

Eastern Kentucky and West Virginia during the early twentieth century is legendary.7 But 

by the 1950s, the relationship between the union and the nation’s leading coal companies 

had softened considerably. At the beginning of the decade, owners of the largest 
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companies created a new trade organization, the Bituminous Coal Operators Association 

(BCOA), with the goal of promoting “stable and harmonious relations” with the 

UMWA.8 Before 1950, the union had negotiated contracts with three separate groups of 

industry associations: the Northern Coal Operators, the Southern Coal Producers 

Association, and the owners of captive mines, where coal was mined solely for the use of 

large corporations, most notably U.S. Steel and the Ford Motor Company. By uniting the 

Northern and the captive mines, which accounted for approximately fifty percent of total 

U.S. coal production, the BCOA immediately became the industry’s most important 

negotiating body. From the beginning, the leaders of the BCOA took a new approach 

toward the union. Unlike small operators in the Southern coalfields, executives of the 

larger companies were not always life-long “coal men.” They harbored no more 

animosity toward John L. Lewis and the UMWA than could be expected from mid-

century business leaders. Talking to reporters at the announcement of new association, 

the BCOA’s first president, George Love, a former investment banker and president of 

the newly consolidated Pittsburgh Consolidation Coal, maintained that its negotiators 

assumed that “labor and management should work together to solve mutual problems in a 

businesslike way.”9     

UMWA leaders were happy to oblige, and were awarded for their cooperation. In 

1950, the two organizations agreed that coal operators would contribute forty cents for 
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each ton of coal they mined to the UMWA Health and Retirement Funds.10 The funds, 

which the union owned and operated as a private insurance company, were a tent pole in 

Lewis’s vision for the future of organized labor. In the wake of hostile legislation such as 

the 1947 Taft-Harley Act, Lewis believed that providing health insurance was the best 

strategy for unions to secure rank-and-file loyalty.11 But operator contributions to the 

funds came at a price. Lewis agreed that the union would not stand in the way of further 

automation of mining. That acquiescence sent coal employment into a nosedive as 

operators rushed to replace workers with machinery like the continuous miners 

introduced by Joy Manufacturing. Just as importantly, because contributions were made 

on a per-ton basis, the interests of the UMWA became more aligned with those of 

operators. For both coal companies and the union, consistent production—uninterrupted 

by strikes—became the primary goal of labor relations. As a result, by 1958, operators 

came to see the former firebrand Lewis as, in the words of George Love, a “constructive, 

cohesive force.”12 Between 1953 and 1972, official strikes against BCOA members 
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virtually disappeared from the coal industry as UMWA leaders and BCOA negotiators 

agreed to new contracts behind closed doors and avoided the public polemics that had 

previously marked their relationship.13 

Many coal miners benefitted from the union’s less antagonistic approach, at least 

at first. Lewis continued to deliver wage increases with each contract, keeping UMWA 

members among the best-paid American workers.14 In 1956, the UMWA used earnings 

from the fund to open ten union-owned and operated hospitals in Appalachia. The 

hospitals not only addressed a dire need for increased access to healthcare in the region, 

but also ensured that the care patients received was of the highest quality.15 Providing 

better and more accessible medical care to local people, including those who never 

worked in a mine or did not belong to the UMWA, they also created ancillary 

employment growth. To meet their staffing needs, the hospitals hired nurses and medical 

technicians from nearby communities. As a result, the nursing schools and technical 
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training programs that emerged alongside the hospitals offered young people an 

opportunity to escape the hardships that their parents had endured.  

Maintaining those benefits required a great deal of grassroots pressure.  Just two 

years after opening the hospitals, the UMWA began receiving complaints that other 

doctors were charging patients with union medical cards higher fees than non-union 

members. In response, the union issued new requirements that UMWA health benefits 

could only cover visits to hospitals it owned. Outraged, the Kentucky State Medical 

Association (KSMA) introduced legislation in the General Assembly requiring all 

medical service plans operating in Kentucky to allow their beneficiaries free choice of 

physicians and hospitals.16 Union warnings that the bill would result in the closure of its 

hospitals encouraged miners to help defeat it. In the words of one miner, local doctors 

“never tried to do anything to improve their medical and hospital services before these 

[miners’] hospitals were built. Now that they are losing some of their patients . . . they 

want a law which will close them down.”17 On the day the legislature was scheduled to 

discuss the bill in public hearings, hundreds of miners from across Eastern Kentucky 
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packed the floor of the General Assembly in protest, ultimately persuading lawmakers to 

abandon it.18  

The skirmish over the hospitals was just one illustration that the congenial 

relationship between UMWA leaders and the BCOA belied a much tenser situation on 

the ground. Even clearer evidence came in 1959, as the union struggled to adapt to new 

realities in the structure of the coal industry. Since the end of World War II, advances in 

construction equipment and explosives, alongside easier access to markets due to 

highway construction, fostered the expansion of small, often family-owned, mine 

operations, known as “truck mines.” These mines employed UMWA workers, but 

because they operated under tighter profit margins than larger companies, the owners 

were less willing to make the forty-cent per ton contribution to support the Health and 

Retirement Fund. Throughout the early fifties, the UMWA avoided conflict by granting 

“sweetheart” contracts to these operators, which came with an unspoken agreement that 

the union would not force them to contribute to the fund if they could not afford it. But 

by the end of the decade, so few were paying into the fund that it was in danger of 

collapse.19 The union responded to the crisis by changing its approach. After securing a 

new contract with the BCOA in 1958, Lewis called on miners in Eastern Kentucky to 

picket truck mines to enforce health and retirement fund contributions.  
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By the spring of 1959, Eastern Kentucky counties including Letcher, Perry, and 

Harlan resembled a warzone. Miners fought like their lives depended on the outcome, 

which they did. In early April, after armed strikers killed operator Woodrow Smith at his 

mine near Stinking Creek, Kentucky, Kentucky Governor A.B. Chandler invited UMWA 

leaders and operators to Frankfort to discuss peace terms.20 Representatives of the two 

sides agreed to end the violence, but could not deliver on their promises. Less than 

twenty-four hours after Chandler announced the truce, company guards armed carrying 

machine guns opened fire on a group of picketers.21 Reports of violence continued to fill 

the pages of regional newspapers. In late April, striking miners tossed sticks of dynamite 

at a loading plant operated by the B&H Coal Company in Knox County, while others 

took sniper positions around a mine near Whitesburg and fired on the men standing 

guard.22 Chandler dispatched the National Guard to the region in early May, after 

attackers clinging to the sides of a fast-moving freight train tossed two homemade bombs 

at an Ulvah Coal Company.23 But the violence only spread, and began to include attacks 

on government officials. Only a week after Chandler mobilized the National Guard, 

striking miners destroyed radio transmitters operated by the Kentucky Division of 
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Forestry that operators and state officials were using as a communications hub to 

coordinate their response to the strike.24 

 The desperation that exploded in Eastern Kentucky during the spring of 1959 was 

not confined to active miners. Because coal so dominated local economies, strikes in 

mining areas were often family and community affairs.25 Coalfield women had always 

been among the fiercest and most eloquent working-class spokespeople, among them 

Mary Harris, “Mother Jones,” dubbed “the most dangerous woman in America” for her 

incendiary leadership of UMWA organizing drives during the 1910s, and Florence 

Reece, who penned the iconic song “Which Side are You On?” during the labor battles of 

the 1930s.26 Women in Eastern Kentucky continued that tradition in 1959, participating 

in picket lines to such a degree that their presence was a prominent part of the 

negotiations between miners and operators at the April 11 summit in Frankfort. In his 

statement announcing the accord, Governor Chandler added that, as part of the truce, he 
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was banning women from the picket lines. “You know how women are,” the Governor 

told reporters, “they enflame people.”27 

But the people who took to picket lines and dynamite attacks in 1959 were likely 

most inflamed by Central Appalachia’s woeful economic situation. Just the year before, 

John Kenneth Galbraith had noted that the U.S. had exited the era in which poverty was 

an “all-pervasive fact,” and moved into a period of “great and quite unprecedented 

affluence.”28 He was clearly not talking about Appalachia. By the late 1950s, the coal 

industry was in a deep slump. Coal markets are notorious for their “boom and bust” 

cycles, but the mid-century downturn was created by coal’s declining share of the energy 

market. Before 1940, the industry’s primary customers were railroads, steel producers, 

and electrical utilities. Between the end of the war and 1960, coal companies lost ground 

on all three fronts, as railroads converted from coal to diesel, domestic steel 

manufacturing declined, and the prices of natural gas and residual oil imports intensified 

competition in the utilities market. The results were disastrous for the region. In the early 

1940s, coal supplied approximately half of the total energy consumed in the U.S. By the 

mid-fifties, the industry’s share was closer to twenty-five percent.29  
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The impact of shrinking markets was particularly harsh on the small producers in 

Eastern Kentucky and West Virginia. Many had emerged in response to higher demand in 

wartime and immediately postwar, and became unprofitable as markets evaporated. 

Larger companies compensated by investing in automated methods to increase efficiency, 

but few small operators could raise the capital that was necessary for mechanization. To 

make matters worse, transportation and labor costs, which had always been higher in the 

more isolated southern coalfields mined by small operations, increased at a greater rate 

than coal prices during the decade.30 Because small operators tended to sell their coal on 

the “spot” market rather than through the long-term contracts favored by large 

companies, they were more vulnerable to the pressures created stagnating prices and 

escalating costs. As a result, owners of small operations were understandably anxious and 

protective of their ever-shrinking profit margins.  

Small operators struggled, but the situation was even worse for the workers in 

Eastern Kentucky and West Virginia who relied on them for jobs. Over the course of the 

fifties, the rapid automation that Lewis had accepted in exchange for contributions to the 

Health and Retirement Funds sent employment into a nosedive. As the industry entered 

the production slump of the late fifties, the combination of the two trends created social 

disaster in many Appalachian coal communities. In the fifteen years between 1948 and 

1963, the number of coal mining jobs nationwide fell fifty percent. More than seventy-
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five thousand miners lost their jobs in West Virginia alone.31 The disappearance of 

mining jobs fueled a mass exodus from areas where coal had been a community 

cornerstone. Between 1950 and 1957, more than 784,000 people left Appalachia, most 

fleeing to Midwestern industrial states like Ohio and Illinois.32 Even as the postwar baby 

boom sent national population soaring, coalmining communities crumbled. While the 

U.S. population grew twenty-percent from 1950 to 1960, counties in the Eastern 

Kentucky coalfields lost an average of 24 percent of their population.33 

The families who stayed behind faced a dire situation. In March 1959, the month 

before Kentucky’s Governor Chandler inserted himself in the battle between truck mine 

operators and the UMWA, the unemployment rate in West Virginia was 15 percent. To 

make matters worse, state officials reported that 45,000 people had already exhausted 

their unemployment benefits.34 Reports estimated that at least 280,000 people in the 

region were subsisting on commodity surplus from county welfare offices or food 

donated by their local communities, which was often barely enough to avoid starvation.35 
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Local churches organized food drives to supplement government aid, but reported that 

too few people had any extra to give.36 Schools resorted to passing out cocoa and biscuits 

to the children who arrived hungry each morning. Local governments could hardly keep 

the water running.37  

 The situation had only grown worse as strikers took to picket lines in Eastern 

Kentucky. By 1959, a nationwide spike in unemployment limited the possibility of 

migrating to northern factory towns, leaving unemployed miners stranded. Finding work 

was even more difficult for those without the advantages provided by being young or 

white. Sixty-one-year-old Bill Slusher of Harlan looked everywhere for a job, including 

in candy shops, grocery stores, and wholesale houses, but no one would hire him because 

of his age.38 “An older man,” he told reporters, “has the same chance [of finding a job] as 

a one-legged feller has at kickin.”39 Likewise, Melvin Smoot, an African-American father 

of nine from Highcoal, West Virginia, was laid off the night his wife gave birth to twins. 
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Smoot spent the next two years looking for a job, but reported that too many mine 

superintendents had informed that their company was not interested in “hiring any 

colored.”40  

This was the desperation evident in the gunfights and dynamite attacks on truck 

mines in 1959 was pervasive across the southern coalfields. Even without the 

disadvantages faced by Slusher and Smoot, the employment situation in the region was so 

dire that local officials worried that some people were taking drastic measures to keep 

their families fed. One newspaper reported that the Kanawha County, West Virginia 

sheriff, T.H. McGovern, had noticed a steady rise in the rate of men arrested for criminal 

nonsupport of dependents. McGovern told reporters that he saw a direct link between 

unemployment and the number of women filing nonsupport complaints against their 

husbands. Often, he suggested, it was a coordinated effort by couples to earn money in 

lieu of a job. If a married man was convicted of nonsupport, McGovern explained, his 

wife was free to apply to the State Department of Public Assistance for extra aid. These 

families grabbing at straws, looking for any means of feeding themselves, McGovern 

believed, had caused the higher rate of convictions.  “A man who can’t support his wife” 

by finding a job, he told reporters, “can do it by going to jail.”41 

It was not difficult for small operators to exploit the divisions created by such 

poverty. Fear that the higher costs created by fund contributions would force shutdowns 
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had been the primary reason that truck mine operators resisted making payments in the 

first place, and they were quick to remind local people of the consequences of further 

mine closures. During 1959, they took their argument to the local airwaves in a series of 

radio commercials. In June, Ed Spears, a miner and president of a UMWA local, warned 

John L. Lewis that truck mine operators were finding success in using the commercials to 

insinuate their “damnable doctrine into the minds of men and women and children.” As a 

result, while some miners were willing to risk prison sentences and even their lives to 

defend their medical benefits from such companies, others were convinced that the strike 

would force small operators out of business. Spears told the union president that the split 

had caused a growing “difference of feelings” between “neighbors and brothers and in-

laws,” as some in the region came to agree with truck mine operators who believed that 

the UMWA was “out to put the small miners out of business,” regardless of the impact on 

the rank-and-file.42                

This tension between miners in small operations and the UMWA became sharper 

as 1959 came to a close. As the strike funds ran low, some miners began to target their 

protest at the union.  Over the course of the year, the UMWA cut back on the food 

vouchers it issued to sustain striking miners, cutting them from a dollar to fifty cents in 

mid-October. Then, just a month later, in a move that could not have been more poorly 
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timed, the UMWA stopped issuing vouchers altogether--just before Thanksgiving.43 The 

next week, a group of dissident miners formed a picket line outside the UMWA offices in 

Hazard, Kentucky. Throughout the rest of the holiday season, fifty to seventy-five miners 

picketed the offices each day, carrying signs that read, “the UMWA caused us to lose our 

jobs then stopped our vouchers.”44 One miner told reporters that when they went on 

strike, “[the union] promised they’d feed us for five to ten years if necessary.” But 

without vouchers, he said, “my family has been without food for three weeks now.”45  

The men who picketed the union office saw the UMWA as a means of organizing 

their collective power to bring greater balance to the risks and rewards of capitalism. To 

them, when the union failed to deliver on pragmatic everyday needs like food vouchers in 

a strike, it ceased to serve a purpose. Like the strikes against truck miners, the protests at 

UMWA offices in Hazard dissolved without any satisfactory conclusion for miners. 

During the last days of picketing at the union offices, a reporter asked one of the miners 

what he and the others intended to do next. “We’re gonna’ find work,” he replied. “We’re 

gonna’ scab.”46 
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 What little work was available to Appalachian miners was still dangerous almost a 

decade after Congress passed the flawed 1952 Safety Act. Because they employed fewer 

than fourteen workers, the vast majority of truck mine operations fell under Title I of the 

law. While federal inspectors had the authority to assess the safety of those smaller 

mines, operators were neither obliged to follow their recommendations nor culpable for 

accidents caused by infractions. In retrospect, this was a lamentable concession to states’ 

rights proponents. Large operations owned by major corporations traditionally have a 

much better safety record than small, independent mines for many reasons, including the 

emphasis on consistent production promoted by long-term contracts, expendable capital, 

and their higher public profiles.47 Small mines, by contrast, proved more treacherous. 

While they produced only seven to eight percent of the nation’s coal supply in 1958, 

mines with Title I exemptions accounted for almost thirty percent of mine fatalities. In 

fact, out of the 6,169 Title I mines inspected during 1961, federal officials only found 

nine that were free of violations. To be sure, large producers were far from rigorous in 

their adherence to the 1952 law. Only forty out of the 1,043 inspected were violation-

free, a terrible rate, albeit better than that of small producers.48  

Safety records aside, while some economic conditions were driving the UMWA 

and its rank and file apart, others were increasing the gap between large and small coal 

companies. The most important contributor was the industry’s growing relationship with 
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electrical utilities producers. During the 1950s, the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) 

shifted away from earlier efforts to develop hydroelectric facilities and began to focus 

primarily on cheap electricity from coal.49 Between 1949 and 1953, the TVA built seven 

of the world’s largest coal-fired power plants, in part to supply power to the Atomic 

Energy Commission’s experiment stations in Oak Ridge, Tennessee, and Paducah, 

Kentucky.50 Between 1951 and 1956, the TVA increased its annual coal purchases from 

one million to eighteen million tons, making it the largest single consumer of coal in the 

world.51 In 1959, the newly formed National Coal Policy Conference (NCPC) lobbied 

Congress to increase the TVA’s coal consumption even further by authorizing the agency 

to issue up to $750 million in revenue bonds to expand coal-fired electrical production.52  

 As more Americans moved into newly constructed suburban homes stocked with 

modern electrical appliances over these decades, energy demand skyrocketed. Between 

1963 and 1973, consumption of electricity grew at a rate of seven percent per year, 

double the growth rate of all other energy uses. Over the course of the decade, coal 

became the fuel that met the nation’s electrical needs. By the early 1970s, coal was 
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responsible for approximately 53 percent of total electricity production.53 With the 

declining demand for coal from railroads and steel producers, public utilities became the 

industry’s most important consumers. By the end of the 1960s, approximately sixty-five 

percent of all the coal mined in the United States was used to produce electricity.54  

The increased bifurcation of their conditions and needs fostered hard feelings 

between large and small operators, with the latter sometimes believing that the former 

were conspiring to run them out of business, using their closer ties to the UMWA and 

federal policymakers to create cartels. Large companies and union leaders did little to 

assuage those fears in the 1960s, as they pushed for legislation that would increase their 

advantage over smaller producers. In particular, the NCPC, which was organized by John 

L. Lewis as a lobbying group to represent the UMWA, and Bituminous Coal Operators in 

1959, urged policies that benefitted larger producers. After years of a relatively 

antagonistic relationship with federal officials, leaders of the companies represented by 

the NCPC had become convinced that the coal industry’s approach to government policy 

was in need of revision. “In this great era of big government and economic tinkering by 

the government,” NCPC president Joseph Moody told the Midwest Coal Producers 

Institute in February 1960, “no industry can long prosper if it does not have a good entrée 
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in these areas.”55 Accordingly, NCPC lobbyists began encouraging lawmakers to 

establish a comprehensive national fuels policy that would view “energy resources as a 

whole, recognizing the interrelationships between the various fuels,” and assure the 

nation “the wisest use of its natural resources.”56 Most importantly, the NCPC argued, the 

federal government needed to increase investment in research for new methods and uses 

for coal to make up for coal companies’ inability to match other energy companies’ 

spending on research and development. The lack of private and public investment in coal, 

they argued, resulted in a massive gap in research during the 1950s. Coal companies 

spent only an average of $17 million a year while the petroleum industry, for example, 

had spent $146 million in 1953 alone.57  

Lawmakers responded to industry lobbying by establishing the Office of Coal 

Research in 1960, but some also began to pay closer attention to the more general 

problems of coal-producing areas. As press coverage of the 1959 strikes that emphasized 

the economic hardship driving them drew national attention, the broader public 

rediscovered Appalachia. One of the more influential people to become interested in 
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Appalachia was John F. Kennedy. Because West Virginia was a lynchpin of Kennedy’s 

campaign for the 1960 Democratic presidential nomination, the future president spent 

considerable time campaigning in the state.58 There, he witnessed scenes drawn by a 

decade of economic depression and colored by one of the most brutal winters in recent 

memory. Kennedy was reportedly aghast at the conditions he saw firsthand in West 

Virginia, and made addressing the region’s problems a key point of his domestic 

platform. Along with the publication of Whitesburg, Kentucky lawyer and author Harry 

Caudill’s scathing jeremiad, Night Comes to the Cumberlands: A Biography of a 

Depressed Area, two years later, the Kennedy campaign helped make Appalachia once 

again a symbol of the darker side of industrial progress. 

 After the election, Kennedy delivered on his promise to investigate methods to 

alleviate poverty in Appalachia, but another explosion of grassroots frustration was 

necessary to jumpstart more intensive Congressional efforts. The same issues that had 

driven the 1959 strikes again set off conflict. Even after the strikers failed to force truck 

mine operators to contribute to the union health and retirement fund, sweetheart 
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arrangements between the UMWA and truck mine operators continued. Without the 

threat of strikes to enforce even minimal contributions, an increasing number of small 

companies stopped payments all together.59 The union responded in 1962, when it 

lobbied for federal legislation clarifying the reporting methods for corporate contributions 

to private insurance funds, in hopes that clearer accounting would make contribution 

agreements easier to enforce. Many small operators saw this as a direct attack, and an 

affront to the handshake arrangements they had maintained with the union for more than 

a decade. One newsletter for a small producers’ association warned truck mine operators 

that the new law would allow the UMWA to sue companies that had not been 

contributing to the healthcare fund for the full amount of their delinquent payments.60 

Rather than risk such a lawsuit, many small operators closed their mines, fired their union 

employees, and reopened with a new workforce of non-union miners.61   

As a result, the UMWA Health and Retirement Funds were again facing the 

danger of collapse. In September 1962, the union revoked all medical benefits to retired 

miners who had been employed by companies with delinquent payments to the fund. 

Additionally, the union announced that it could no longer afford to operate the region’s 
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ten miners’ hospitals. The insult to the memory of the previous years of struggle must 

have been staggering to coalfield residents. After rallying to defeat legislation that 

threatened to close the hospitals, and braving the scorn of their neighbors, gunfire, and 

death to bolster the health and retirement fund, the union rendered their efforts moot. The 

loss of health care benefits was even more devastating. Between 1962 and 1966, 

approximately 7,000 active or retired miners lost the health coverage that had become 

one of the last bastions of security for themselves and their families.62  

Miners reacted to these losses the best way they knew how: they went on strike.63 

In Eastern Kentucky, some saw the cancellation of medical benefits as conclusive 

evidence that the UMWA had abandoned them.64 As outrage spread through mining 

communities, it combined with varied localized grievances to create a wildcat strike 

movement that snowballed. Early in the morning on October 3, approximately two 

hundred people gathered in the parking lot of the miners’ hospital in Hazard. They spent 

the day convoying down country highways, driving from mine to mine in Perry and 
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Knott County, where they encouraged workers to walk off the job and join them.65 By the 

end of the month, the movement had also spread to nearby Letcher County, where as 

many as five hundred “roving pickets,” as they were called, spent their days shutting 

down one mine after another.66  

The roving pickets highlighted just how wide the disconnect between the UMWA 

leadership and rank-and-file miners had become by 1962. Union leaders neither prompted 

nor could control the pickets, whose protests were those of an organic movement with no 

predetermined structure or official leadership. As Wayne Dixon, a union member and 

roving picket participant, told reporters, “there’s nobody leading us. We’re simply 

objecting to the low wages . . . and we’re doing it as individuals, not as an organized 

group.”67 Coal operators blamed union leaders for the strikes, but internal memos make it 
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clear that Bill Perkins of Hazard told the truth when he said that the UMWA did not 

“know a thing about all this,” because “the men are doing it on their own.”68  

But the pickets were more than a movement of rank-and-file union members. 

Most male workers in the region had spent some time in the mines, and among the 

participants in the roving pickets many were either retired or unemployed miners. Some, 

such as Berman Gibson, who later became the public face of the movement, had not 

worked in the coal industry for years.69 Additionally, as in the 1959 strike, women 

comprised a large proportion of the pickets’ cavalcades.70 The roving pickets seem to 

have been even more of a community-driven movement than the 1959 strike. In some 

places, they even enjoyed the support of a large portion of the local community power 

structure. George Titler, president of UMWA District 29, complained in December 1962, 

“the officers in Perry County will not arrest pickets or anyone connected with coal 

mines.” The county jailer, Titler reported, was himself a coal miner, and had “said the 

coal miners could sleep in his jail but he would not put them there.” Perry County, Titler 
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wrote, was one of those rare places where both “coal miners and outlaws are treated with 

respect.”71 

 Most importantly for both the UMWA and coal companies, though, the pickets 

represented a dangerous threat to the stable labor relations they had cultivated since 1950. 

By December 3, every rail mine in Eastern Kentucky had been shut down.72 Unable to 

believe that the UMWA played no role in the picketing, operators blamed the union for 

the dissolution of their longstanding accord. “The general attitude of our management, 

can, I believe, be summarized by saying,” the Southern Coal Producers Association 

President C.W. Davis told a union leader, “if the United Mine Workers are going to 

penalize those few companies who are operating as union mines, then what is the use of 

remaining a union operation?”73 UMWA President W.A. “Tony” Boyle and District 30 

President C.E. Beane both responded to operators’ concerns by issuing statements calling 

for the end of roving pickets. Beane informed protesters “most of these mines which have 

been closed down have been the backbone of the union.” Anyone participating in the 
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roving pickets movement, he wrote, “should be notified that their action is leading to the 

complete destruction of our union.”74 

The roving pickets might have terrified UMWA officials, but they were vital to 

the formation of new organizing networks that began to develop in Appalachia during the 

1960s. Their efforts helped intensify the media’s coverage of the region, which in turn 

created a narrative that meshed with other prevalent images of inequality and oppression 

emerging from the Civil Rights Movement that was gathering force. While some news 

stories drew on Appalachian stereotypes from the late nineteenth century by depicting the 

region’s people as downtrodden but proud mountaineers, others emphasized the 

unfairness of the economic situation in Appalachia.75 Articles such as “The Strange Case 

of West Virginia,” in the February 1960 Saturday Evening Post, for example, reported 

that although West Virginia was “the fourth-richest state in natural-resources production, 

it has the highest unemployment in the country, three times the national average.”76 In 

                                                      

74 “Pickets Warned Turmoil Will Destroy U.M.W.” Clipping, Hazard Herald, dated 12-6-

62. Everette Tharp Collection, Folder 7. 

 
75 In The Nation, for example, two residents of the coalfields, Harry Ernst from the 

Charleston Gazette and Berea College Professor Charles Drake, wrote about the squalid 

conditions in one West Virginia schoolhouse where “shaggy, shoeless children of the unwanted--

the ‘hillbilly’ coal miners who have been displaced by machines and largely left to rot on 

government food,” sang patriotic hymns to start their day. Harry W. Ernst and Charles H. Drake, 

“Poor, Proud, and Primitive,” The Nation, undated clipping ca. early 1960. Papers of John F. 

Kennedy. Pre-Presidential Papers. Presidential Campaign Files, 1960. Campaigns by State. West 

Virginia Primary Data, 1960. Economic conditions. 

 
76 Roul Tunley, “The Strange Case of West Virginia,” The Saturday Evening Post. 

February 6, 1960. Papers of John F. Kennedy. Pre-Presidential Papers. Presidential Campaign 

Files, 1960. Campaigns by State. West Virginia Primary Data, 1960. John F. Kennedy 

Presidential Library and Museum. 



 

 83 

this context, the pickets could be viewed as heirs to a proud tradition of working-class 

militancy, abandoned by a corrupt and unresponsive union, but unwilling to surrender to 

the oppressive political and economic regime that kept them poor. That narrative 

appealed to a broad range of social justice activists, who increasingly paid attention to the 

situation in Appalachia. 

As 1963 wore on, the scene in Eastern Kentucky became more volatile. Gunfights 

and dynamiting once again became regular occurrences in Eastern Kentucky.77 In May, 

after a series of roving picket attacks on local operators as well as on bridges, roads, and 

other infrastructure, Berman Gibson’s trailer was destroyed by a dynamite attack, 

presumably by operators or their allies.78 Just a few weeks later, on June 17, FBI agents 

and Kentucky State Police caught Gibson and six other Perry County residents with a car 

trunk full of dynamite and arrested them for conspiring to destroy a railroad bridge just 

outside of Hazard.79  Gibson’s arrest attracted even more attention to the miners’ cause. 

In Louisville, the Southern Conference Education Fund (SCEF) executive directors Anne 

and Carl Braden dispatched college student activists to Hazard to cover the pickets for 

SCEF’s newsletter The Southern Patriot.  
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 Veteran labor and civil rights activists, the Bradens became pariahs after anti-

communist crusaders targeted them during the 1950s Red Scare.80 By 1963, they had 

become mentors to a new generation of civil rights activists, particularly those active in 

the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and Students for a Democratic 

Society (SDS).81 Alongside the Scottish immigrant Hamish Sinclair, who had spent part 

of 1962 in Perry County with a documentary film crew, the Bradens began directing 

young activists to Appalachia. The region was of particular interest to young white 

veterans of the civil rights movement, who wanted to turn their efforts toward fostering, 

in the words of one activist, a “movement for the forgotten whites . . . the jobless, the 

poverty-stricken, the share croppers.”82 For people like the Bradens and Sinclair, the 

organic militancy of the roving pickets offered the opportunity to turn Eastern Kentucky 

into the “Mississippi of the white unemployed,” the epicenter of a revolutionary 

interracial movement of the poor.83  
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The roving pickets also elicited a response from the federal government. As 

lawmakers became concerned with the disorder created by the pickets, Kentucky 

Representative Carl Perkins told reporters in April 1963, “there hasn’t been a week gone 

by that the problem has not been discussed among Cabinet officials.”84 In early 1963, 

Kennedy responded by establishing the President’s Appalachian Regional Committee 

(ARC), and proposing legislation that became the Appalachian Redevelopment Act of 

1965.85 The president also arranged for a $3.9 million grant from the Area 

Redevelopment Administration that enabled a non-profit organization run by the 

Presbyterian Church to buy and operate the miners’ hospitals.86  After Kennedy’s 

assassination in the fall, Lyndon Johnson followed the lead of his predecessor by making 

Appalachia a focal point of his War on Poverty. Beginning in the summer of 1964, the 

Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) funded hundreds of community action projects 

in the region. The OEO also helped fund large volunteer efforts  the Council of the 

Southern Mountains’ Appalachian Volunteers and Volunteers in Service to America 

(VISTA), which attracted more young movement-minded activists to the region.87 
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Many working people in Appalachia viewed movement activists, antipoverty 

workers, and economic redevelopment programs of the federal government the same way 

they viewed labor unions: as a practical means of improving their daily lives. The coal 

miners of Eastern Kentucky and West Virginia always had a pragmatic relationship with 

the UMWA. More often than not, they saw unions as one of many weapons in a long, and 

until 1964 unnamed, war on poverty in Appalachia.88 They were resources in a fight 

against inequality. Movement activists, college students, and antipoverty workers were 

no different. When federally funded groups brought young activists into the region, local 

organizers like Buck Maggard “just tried to figure out a way to use them too.”89
 

Often, local people pushed anti-poverty workers’ attention toward efforts that 

addressed the problems they struggled with on a daily basis. Sometimes they did so 

through town hall meetings where they convinced organizers that other issues including 

surface mining needed addressing. But just as often, they led antipoverty volunteers by 

example. They formed their own organizations, such as the Appalachian Committee for 

                                                      

 

Inequality in 1960s America  (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010). See also 

Annelise Orleck and Lisa Gayle Hazirjian, eds., The War on Poverty: A New Grassroots History, 

1964-1980 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2011). 

 
88 David Alan Corbin argues that miners in the region stayed outside of the UMWA 

between 1890 and 1912 simply because “the miners’ union did not represent their wants and 

needs.” David Alan Corbin, Life, Work, and Rebellion in the Coal Fields: The Southern West 

Virginia Miners, 1880-1922  (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1981), 26. 

 
89 Charles “Buck” Maggard, interviewed by Robert Korstad, Southern Rural Poverty 

Collection, DeWitt Wallace Center for Media & Democracy. Sanford School of Public Policy, 

Duke University. http://dewitt.sanford.duke.edu/rutherfurd-living-history/southern-rural-poverty-

collection/#maggard Accessed April 14, 2013 (accessed September 1, 2015). 

http://dewitt.sanford.duke.edu/rutherfurd-living-history/southern-rural-poverty-collection/%22%20%5Cl%20%22maggard
http://dewitt.sanford.duke.edu/rutherfurd-living-history/southern-rural-poverty-collection/%22%20%5Cl%20%22maggard


 

 87 

Full Employment, and called on policymakers to address issues such as inadequate 

medical services or the low wages paid to public works project employees.90 When 

funding was short or government officials were slow to respond to their communities’ 

needs, they took matters into their own hands. They repurposed abandoned buildings to 

construct community centers, developed parks in empty lots, renovated dilapidated 

swimming pools, and established their own health clinics.91 But when social ingenuity 

was not enough to tackle a problem, many working-class Appalachians were not afraid to 

confront local elites. They organized protests when schools canceled free lunch 

programs, used community organizing to undermine longstanding political power 

brokers, and supported working-class candidates for local office.92  

The region’s economic and political elite did not surrender to the poverty 

warriors. They fought back, as when in 1966 and 1967, local farmers, with the help of 

Appalachian Volunteer Joe Mulloy, organized the Appalachian Group to Save the Land 
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and People to protest the destruction created by surface mining operations.93 Local 

authorities responded to the group’s activities--which included demonstrations, 

obstructing of strip mining crews, and destroying mining equipment--with a late-1960s 

revival of red scare tactics. On August 12, authorities in Pike County Kentucky arrested 

Mulloy and SCEF fieldworkers Alan and Margaret McSurely, charging the three with 

sedition.94 Authorities barely attempted to conceal their true motives. According to 

District Attorney Thomas Ratliff, who also happened to be a former president of the 

Independent Coal Operators Association and the running mate of Republican 

gubernatorial candidate Louie B. Nunn, the “primary objective” of the arrests was to rid 

“Pike County of antipoverty workers.”95 While the sedition charges were dropped, 

Ratliff’s plan worked. Mulloy’s occupational draft deferment was revoked after his 

arrest, and his refusal to report for duty led to his dismissal from the Appalachian 

Volunteers.96 The McSurelys also fled the region a year later, after dynamite sprayed 
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glass and debris across the bed of their sleeping one-year-old son.97 In 1969, the new 

governor, Louie B. Nunn, refused state funding to the Appalachian Volunteers, leading to 

the eventual demise of the program.   

But even as the Appalachian Volunteers program was in decline, the seeds 

planted by the roving pickets and anti-poverty activists like the McSurelys were bearing 

fruit for advocates of new mine safety legislation. Mine safety reform had been on the 

Democratic legislative agenda for nearly a decade, which had yielded some success. In 

1966, congressional Democrats finally had some success. That year, Representatives Ken 

Hechler of West Virginia and Carl Perkins of Kentucky led a successful charge to pass 

amendments to the 1952 act which closed the exemptions for mines that employed 

fourteen or fewer workers. Although safety regulations still did not apply to “non-gassy” 

mines, a designation given to many small mines, the amendments were a minor victory 

for miners. More importantly, the amendments directed the Secretary of the Interior to 

conduct a study of the “sufficiency” of the current regulations. During the summer of 

1967, that study took the form of a meeting between Bureau of Mines officials, the 

UMWA, and the BCOA, where the three groups--notably absent any input from small 

operators--drafted a 20-point plan for improving mine safety.98  

Advocates of mine safety reform gained another powerful ally in August 1967, 

after a disaster killed nine miners at the Peabody Coal Company’s River Queen mine near 

                                                      

97 Alan McSurely v Federal Bureau of Investigation, et al. Anne Braden Papers, Box 71, 

Folder 6. 

 
98 “Chronology of Events Pertaining to B.M. ’20-Point’ Report,” UMWA Research Box 1 

Folder 14. 



 

 90 

Greenville, Kentucky. In response, consumer advocate Ralph Nader wrote an open letter 

to Kentucky Governor Louie B. Nunn urging him to address the “lack of adequate safety 

standards,” and “absence of any coal dust standards,” in the state’s mine regulations.99 By 

the spring of 1968, Nader also criticized the UMWA leadership for inaction on miners’ 

respiratory health. Criticism from such a prominent figure influenced the way union 

approached health and safety reforms. In April, Joseph Brennan, the head of the union’s 

Research Department, wrote President Boyle that attending an upcoming conference on 

occupational health and safety bills could help the union “cope with situations such as our 

involvement with Ralph Nader.” The union, Brennan argued, could “point to our 

association with such a group as evidence” of its interest in improving working 

conditions.100 

By the time news of the Farmington Disaster shocked the nation in November 

1968, there was already significant momentum for mine safety reform. In fact, just a little 

more than two months before the disaster, President Johnson submitted a proposal for 

new safety legislation to Congress. The bill, which was sponsored by Ken Hechler in the 

House, aimed to extend federal enforcement power to mine faces (where the initial work 

of coal extraction occurred), abolish grandfather clauses that permitted old and unsafe 

equipment, and create a framework for the implementation of enforceable health 
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criteria.101 Before Congress had a chance to debate Johnson’s proposal, the explosion at 

Farmington nudged most of its members over the edge. As a flood of news reports 

highlighted the inadequacies of the 1952 law and painted the nation’s coalmines as death 

traps, federal officials acted decisively. Outgoing Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall 

ordered the Bureau of Mines to close any mine that did not meet federal standards.102 

Bureau director Frank O’Leary took Udall’s order a step further, informing operators and 

the UMWA that all future inspections would be unannounced, and that “under no 

circumstances shall prior notification of a federal inspection of any coal mine be given to 

management or labor.” The actions of federal officials made it clear that the 

administration was serious about stricter mine safety monitoring. In December of 1968, 

Bureau of Mine inspectors conducted approximately six hundred inspections, almost six 

times as many as they made during1967. As a result, more than one hundred underground 

mines were declared unsafe and shut down between November 20 and the end of the 

year.103   

The networks that had formed between coal miners and antipoverty activists 

played an important role in the legislation that took shape over the course of 1969, as a 
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new presidential administration took over. The 1967 Pike County sedition charges had 

not intimidated every volunteer interested in working-class communities in Appalachia 

into leaving the region. In early 1968, Craig Robinson moved from Ohio, having just 

graduated from Oberlin College, to join a VISTA project in the small mining 

communities around Beckley, West Virginia. Robinson quickly earned the respect of the 

area’s miners through his willingness to help in any way possible. The first project he 

assisted was the digging and installation of a new water delivery system for the 

community of Fireco., Robinson also endeared himself by merely lending a hand in daily 

chores, including feeding chickens and mending fences. In October, he befriended 

Samuel Noonkester, who invited him to a meeting where miners were discussing black 

lung.104 

Robinson became a vital member of the West Virginia black lung movement. In 

the mid-1960s, the physicians I.E. Buff and Donald Rasmussen, who worked in one of 

the hospitals formerly operated by the UMWA, had attempted to raise public concern 

about the impact of coal dust on miners’ respiratory and pulmonary health. In the fall of 

1968, coal miners living around Fayette County, West Virginia began a grassroots 

campaign to convince government agencies to provide benefits for miners suffering from 

black lung disease. Robinson became an intermediary between these two worlds. A bright 

college graduate who was comfortable talking with doctors such as leading black lung 

expert I.E. Buff, he was also at ease in mining communities. In the words of one miner, 
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Robinson “seemed well educated, but talked like somebody you knew all your life.”105 

With the aid of Robinson, the movement grew quickly. On January 26, 1969, an 

estimated 2,500 to 5,000 demonstrators filled the Charleston Civic Center to demand the 

passage of black lung legislation.106 

The growing movement in West Virginia helped ensure that black lung benefits 

would be included in the new mine safety legislation that was already working its way 

through Congress. On January 15, the outgoing Johnson administration requested 2.9 

million dollars from Congress to fund increased inspections and health and safety 

research, while the Bureau of Mines announced plans to expand research on reducing gas 

explosions and black lung. The bureau also announced plans to restructure its safety 

experiment procedures by tying operations at its Health & Safety Research and Testing 

Center in Pittsburgh more closely to the field offices on the front lines of inspection and 

enforcement. Additionally, Bureau Director John O’Leary announced the creation of 

three new posts: assistant director of coal mine safety, assistant director of metal and 

nonmetal mine safety, and assistant director of mineral industry health. He also opened a 

new office, the Office of Accident Prevention and Education, which would conduct 

studies in the behavioral sciences in order “to gain better insight into the fundamental 

causes of accidents.”107 
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As public pressure for a new safety law continued to mount, President Richard 

Nixon picked up where his predecessor left off. In March 1969, Nixon proposed a mine 

safety bill that newspapers reported was “in some ways stronger” than the one offered by 

Johnson the previous fall.108 Nixon’s version of the bill granted expanded power to the 

Secretary of the Interior to issue safety regulations, required operators to reassign miners 

with x-ray evidence of black lung, and established fines of up to ten thousand dollars for 

operators of mines with dust exceeding 4.5 milligrams per cubic meter. The Nixon bill 

also showed how the black lung movement continued to influence policymakers’ 

approach to safety legislation. Alongside key lawmakers such as Ken Hechler, 

administration officials such as Interior Secretary Walter Hickel became prominent 

supporters of using the new law to promote both health and safety in the mines.109 

Debates about content of the new law were also influenced by the fact that the 

coal industry was no longer unanimously opposed to federal safety legislation. On 

December 12, 1968, Secretary Udall hosted more than 300 industry leaders, coal state 

governors, federal lawmakers, and miners at the Department of the Interior auditorium 

for a one-day conference to discuss new safety legislation.110 The conference was an 
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important turning point in the eventual passage of new legislation for many reasons, not 

the least of which was that it kept the public spotlight on mine safety as the Nixon 

administration settled in to the White House. But the conference was also the first time 

that major coal operators publicly endorsed federal safety regulations. Speaking at the 

conference, Consolidation Coal president and Chair of the National Coal Association 

John Corcoran declared that his company would support “any meaningful and 

constructive changes in laws and regulations that will improve coal mine safety.”111 

Corcoran’s support for a new law presaged the industry’s position throughout the 

legislative process over the next year. Appearing on a panel before congressional 

hearings in March, he again told legislators that there was “no question” that the industry 

needed “further improvement” in the realms of health and safety, and that the most 

important way to ensure it was to pass new federal legislation that emphasized “uniform 

and vigorous enforcement at all mines.112 

Some small coal companies saw the support of executives like Corcoran as further 

evidence of collusion between large coal producers and the UMWA to establish a cartel 

in the industry.113 Regardless of whether a conscious scheme existed, the political power 

of large operators had, in fact, increased since the early 1960s, mostly due to their 
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absorption into large energy and mineral conglomerates. In the first half of 1968 alone, 

oil and mineral companies such as Atlantic-Richfield, Standard Oil, Occidental 

Petroleum, and Kennecott Copper merged with large coal producers, increasing both the 

economic and political resources of those companies.114 Small mine operators rarely had 

the connections with federal policymakers that these large conglomerates enjoyed. As a 

result, the had little influence over the new safety legislation. A group of small coal 

companies was able to persuade Marlow Cook, a Republican Senator from Kentucky, to 

introduce an alternative safety bill to Congress in April, 1969. But even Cook himself 

backed away from the bill, refusing to endorse it when it came up for committee vote.115  

Still, the lobbying efforts of small operators were not fruitless. Despite their 

inability to completely stall the act, they did convince lawmakers to include some 

concessions. Complaints that the proposed changes would place undue financial burdens 

on small businesspeople resonated with a presidential administration facing a looming 

economic downturn. In July, Nixon tried to convince lawmakers to take a more deliberate 

approach to crafting the new law. According to administration spokespeople quoted in 

the New York Times, the president asked for a pause in the push for new legislation 

“solely to perfect forecasts of the burden of cost” on small operators.116 Although the 

congressional committees drafting the bill largely ignored the president’s concerns and 
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sent versions to both the Senate and House floor before the middle of September, a last-

minute lobbying push by the Independent Coal Operators Association convinced 

Kentucky Senator Carl Perkins to add an amendment to the Senate bill that extended the 

deadline for converting to new electrical machinery from ninety days to four years for 

smaller mines.117 

Support from large coal companies and intense public pressure bolstered by 

grassroots organizing helped a strong safety bill pass both houses of Congress by mid-

December 1969.118 The bill closed all exemptions, including those for mines that were 

classified as “non-gassy,” mandated regular inspections by Bureau of Mines officials, and 

set civil and criminal penalties for operators who repeatedly violated safety standards. It 

also set new standards for dust levels in underground mines, established procedures for 

measuring air quality, and created a framework through which miners with black lung 

could receive disability payments and access to health care. Even though the bill had the 

support of both large operators and rank-and-file miners, it lingered unsigned on 

President’s Nixon’s desk late into the year. Nixon, who had added concerns that the 

health benefits included in the bill infringed on states’ rights to his worries about its 

economic impact, showed little indication that he would sign it. At the last minute, 

though, facing the threat of massive wildcat strikes in the coalfields, Nixon signed the 
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Coal Act into law on December 30, 1969.119 Even then, Nixon was careful to stress that 

the law should “in no way” be seen as a precedent for future federal intervention in 

workers’ compensation programs, which he believed should continue to be “a state 

responsibility.”120 

 

* * * * 

The 1969 Act marked a turning point in the history of the coal industry and U.S. 

policy more broadly. Most importantly for working people, it was the first piece of 

federal legislation to address both safety and health conditions in coal mines by 

establishing  dust standards and creating a benefit system for miners disabled by black 

lung. As such, it gave miners and their families new hope that the risks of coal could be 

rebalanced in their favor, making dangerous mines and disability-induced poverty a thing 

of the past. Moreover, the outrage spawned by the Farmington Disaster--and the apparent 

inaction of UMWA president Tony Boyle in its wake--helped spark a massive rank-and-

file rebellion in the coalfields. Tensions between the UMWA leadership and union 

workers in Appalachia had been mounting since the 1950s, when automation and the 

proliferation of truck mines helped create an unemployment catastrophe that the union 

was either unable or unwilling to address. Farmington pushed those tensions to the 
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breaking point. The result was a rank-and-file revolt that revolutionized the UMWA’s 

structure and leadership, and shaped the path that the coal industry took during the 1970s.  

Coal operators could also point to the disaster and subsequent legislation as a 

beginning. For smaller companies, it was the start of a new era under federal safety 

standards, which would require greater investment in permissible equipment, explosives, 

and detonators. For large coal companies, and other energy corporations with newly 

acquired coal divisions, the Coal Act also marked the dawn of a new era in federal 

research and investment in coal as a fuel source. As concerns about energy shortages 

reached a crescendo in the early seventies, the increased safety of mining under the new 

law strengthened arguments that coal was the nation’s best choice for abundant and 

inexpensive fuel. At the same time, the greater attention to the dangers of coal made that 

argument less compelling to many Americans and pushed executives to craft a new 

image for their industry through expanded public relations campaigns.  

Finally, Farmington helped usher in a new era of regulatory policy. Joining other 

environmental disasters, such as the Cuyahoga River catching fire near Cleveland and the 

massive oil spill off the coast of Santa Barbara, it focused lawmakers’ attention on efforts 

at risk management to provide, in the words of policy historian David Moss, “security for 

all.”121 When Congress created both the Occupational Safety and Health Administration 
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(OSHA) and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in 1970, the events at 

Farmington and subsequent efforts to pass mine safety legislation were fresh in 

legislators’ minds. With these laws--as well as the Clean Air Act (1970), Endangered 

Species Act (1973), Safe Drinking Water Act (1974), Resource Conservation and 

Recovery Act (1977), Clean Water Act (1977), and Superfund Act (1980)--Congress 

sought new ways to protect and improve environmental conditions in neighborhoods, 

workplaces, and wilderness sites across the country.  

Legislators made these efforts to manage environmental risk while the nation 

faced the systematic risk of an energy crisis. As energy supplies dwindled, policymakers 

heard a chorus of dire predictions of social and economic collapse. The oil shocks 

following an embargo in 1973 and the Iranian Revolution in 1977 are the best 

remembered manifestations of that crisis. But as the next chapter shows, the energy crisis 

became a topic of national conversation long before people waited in long lines, hoping 

to buy the last drops of gas from their local station. From the moment miners, operators, 

and regulators began adapting to the new safety standards imposed by the 1969 act, the 

coal industry was poised to reclaim its former place as the nation’s most important energy 
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provider. But grassroots organizing and heightened safety concerns created a different 

type of crisis--one that led coal companies to find the mechanized hyper-productivity of 

surface mines even more attractive.  
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Chapter Three 

 

The Fossil Fuel of the Future:  

Coal Power, Worker Power, and the Energy Crisis During the 

Early 1970s 
 

In 1970, the future of coal mining looked brighter than it had in decades. On the 

last day of 1969, President Richard Nixon signed the Coal Mine Health and Safety Act, 

the first comprehensive federal mine safety law in U.S. history. The act’s strict standards 

and severe penalties for repeated infractions offered miners and their families hope that 

the new decade would bring fewer coal-related deaths and injuries. At the press 

conference announcing the president’s signature, West Virginian Sarah Lee Kanowski 

expressed joy surely shared by many coalfield residents. Her husband had died in 1968, 

killed by the disaster that prompted Congress to act on mine safety, but Kanowski greeted 

the occasion not only as a moment of vindication and relief, but also as “a wonderful day 

for all miners.”1 The dawn of the new decade was also an exciting time for leaders of the 

nation’s largest coal companies. Since the late 1960s, utilities and federal officials had 

grown increasingly concerned that fuel shortages threatened the stability of electrical 

power generation, and there were signs that policymakers were ready to act on those 

worries. Increased production of the U.S.’s most abundant fossil fuel was a likely 

solution—and skyrocketing profits for coal companies were an equally likely result. As 

Alfred Flowers, editor of Coal Age, wrote in the journal’s first issue of the new decade, 
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demand from strapped utilities offered hope that the 1970s would bring “sustained 

growth in markets, higher wages to workers, and continuing profit to stockholders.”2 

This chapter examines the forces that led people like Sarah Jane Kanowski and 

Alfred Flowers to similarly hopeful but fundamentally different visions of coal’s future in 

the years between 1970 and 1974. Like the rest of this dissertation, it argues that those 

pressures are best understood not as direct results of economic imperatives, political path 

dependency, or social movements, but rather as outcomes of those elements interweaving 

within discrete historical environments. More specifically, this chapter shows how two 

profound upheavals—the energy crisis and a democratic revolt in the United Mine 

Workers of America (UMWA)—shattered the tentative accord that had ruled the 

relationship between large coal producers and the UMWA since 1950. Those crises 

created a context in which doubt over the supply and sustainability of fossil fuels, a new 

focus on occupational safety, and intense anti-authoritarianism raised the stakes of long-

running conflicts over workplace control. As later chapters will show, that escalation set 

the stage for the transformation of not only the business and work of coal mining, but 

also federal energy policy in the years to come. After the early 1970s, coal was no longer 

a relic of the past. Rather, in the words of a study published by the American Association 
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for the Advancement of Science in 1973, it was “unquestionably the fossil fuel of the 

future.”3  

   

**** 

  

Just before 6 P.M. on November 9, 1965, a circuit breaker on Consolidated 

Edison’s northeastern grid malfunctioned, cutting off electricity in nine states. For some 

of the millions of people suddenly without power, the blackout—the largest in history at 

the time—was a confusing and frightening experience.4 Frantic callers jammed phone 

lines, inmates in the Massachusetts State Prison staged a revolt that left them in control of 

at least one cell block, and President Johnson placed the military on full alert while 

security officials investigated the possibility that an enemy attack caused the blackout. In 

New Jersey, panicked citizens reported that a “red ball with an extended white tail” had 

passed overhead just before the lights went out. Yet public reaction was calm given the 

scale of the outage.5 The next day, the front page of the New York Times focused on 

romantic scenes that had played out in the darkened city. Commuters stranded by stalled 

trains drank cocktails in candlelit bars, admired the “unexpected sight of a moonlit 
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Manhattan skyline,” and gazed across the harbor at the Statue of Liberty standing in the 

glow of the only electric illumination in sight.6  

Five years later, Frank Shumway, president of the National Chamber of 

Commerce, remembered the blackout differently. Speaking before the chamber’s Florida 

chapter, Shumway called it a “terrifying experience.” For the first time, he told the 

audience, he became aware of “how basic our energy supply is to everything we do.” 

Standing in the darkened capitol of global finance, Shumway realized that electricity not 

only powered the factories and appliances that “symbolized industrial progress” but also 

fueled the nation’s “very security of existence.” Without a dependable supply, “disastrous 

chaos” would reign. Shumway had reason to worry about electricity supplies. During the 

late 1960s and early 1970s, U.S. utilities repeatedly warned the public that stockpiles of 

coal, oil, and natural gas were dangerously low.7 Federal officials predicted regular 

blackouts across the country if the shortages were not addressed.8 Experts differed on the 

causes and best solutions to the problem, but any attentive citizen could have confirmed 

one fact: the nation was in the midst of an energy crisis.  
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Historians know that energy became a prominent concern during the 1970s.9 But 

most conflate the energy crisis with oil the shortages that followed the 1973 embargo of 

exports from members of the Organization of Arab Oil Petroleum Exporting Countries 

(OAPEC).10 To be sure, the oil crisis contributed to a significant shift in U.S. history. 

Between 1970 and 1975, inflation soared to new heights, unemployment skyrocketed, 

and average annual incomes plummeted. For the first time since the Great Depression, 

economic growth ground to a full halt.11 Higher oil prices contributed to all these trends, 

and—just as importantly—the embargo symbolized a shift in foreign relations that, 

alongside the Vietnam War, shook the public’s faith in the U.S. as a global power. But 

these consequences of the oil embargo have directed scholars away from the fact that 

many Americans believed that energy concerns had reached a crisis point before 1973. 
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When Frank Shumway delivered his speech, “The Energy Crisis: The Whys and 

Wherefores,” three years before the embargo, he was not alone. As early as 1969, 

Congress members Tom Steed, a Democrat from Oklahoma, and future president George 

H.W. Bush of Texas urged their colleagues to heed the “danger signs” pointing to “the 

energy crisis this country now faces.”12 In 1971, the New York Times asked whether, in 

the face of the “nation’s energy crisis,” unbridled growth was “indispensable to the good 

life.”13 In the minds of these and other observers, the oil embargo did not spark the 

energy crisis. As John Carver of the Federal Power Commission (FPC) told reporters in 

1971, “an energy crisis exists right now.”14  

Scholars must consider these earlier concerns because they reorient the narrative 

of one of the most transformative trends in modern U.S. history. Taking a longer view of 

the energy crisis reveals that its roots were deeper and more fundamental to the history of 

American capitalism than historians currently realize. Before the embargo, when business 

leaders like Shumway, politicians like Steed and Bush, and federal officials like Carver 

warned the public of the dangers of the energy crisis, they were not concerned primarily 

with the impacts of higher gas prices. Rather, they were most worried about it was the 

prospect of largescale and recurring blackouts—a risk that was less palpable yet more 
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deeply embedded in the nation’s political economy. In other words, the energy crisis was 

not caused by a single disaster. It was the result of the ever-increasing reliance on fossil-

fueled electricity that defined economic growth and reshaped social realities during the 

twentieth century. In 1964, the FPC, which regulated interstate power transmission, 

released its first National Power Survey. After studying the supply and capacity of the 

nation’s electrical grids, investigators predicted a “new era of low-cost power.”15 Only 

seven years later, the commission’s follow-up report was far less optimistic. Wider access 

to electricity, the popularity of all-electric suburban homes, and environmental quality 

concerns had led to “mounting demand, sharply rising costs, and changing social values” 

that placed “unusual stresses” on energy producers.16  

That rapid shift prompted both a wider discussion and a finer focus on federal 

energy policy. Policy experts and industry leaders recognized that, in the words of the 

FPC’s 1971 report, inattention to fuel shortages could result in “recurrent and spreading 

power shortages” that would make the 1965 blackout “merely a prologue to future 

events.”17 As government agencies, universities, and private organizations like the Ford 

Foundation and Resources for the Future issued studied the crisis, they offered a bevy of 
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potential strategies to avoid that dire situation.18 The complexity of the problem made it 

difficult to conceptualize solutions (or even to gather accurate data), and the crisis’s 

causes were fundamental to nearly a century of economic growth, so consensus was 

elusive. But most experts concurred on two points.  

First, they agreed that federal officials should streamline national energy policy.19 

The U.S. had never developed a cohesive strategy for ensuring reliable and sustainable 

power supplies. Rather, what counted as energy policy emanated from a hodgepodge of 

departments and agencies founded to address discrete problems or oversee specific 

industries. As a result, authority for regulating and promoting the development of the 

multitude of industries entwined in electricity production was scattered among 

independent agencies like the FPC, various bureaus within the Interior Department, and 

the assortment of task forces or temporary committees that emerged when a particular 

crisis loomed. Federal officials continued to use stop-gap strategies in the early years of 

the crisis. For example, in May of 1973—four months before the oil embargo—Interior 

Secretary Rogers Morton responded to President Nixon’s recent call for more streamlined 

energy policy with a complete reorganization of the department. But as the crisis 
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continued and was compounded by oil shocks, policy experts continued to call for more 

cohesive planning until the formation of the Department of Energy in 1978.  

Secondly, most observers agreed that the likeliest road out of the crisis was paved 

with coal. During the early months of 1971, President Nixon delivered a series of policy 

speeches instead of a State of the Union address. In his speech on energy, Nixon called 

fossil fuel supplies “fragile and finite” and implored Congress to follow through on his 

administration’s plans to ease fuel shortages. Among others items, the president called for 

the authorization of the controversial Alaskan oil pipeline and a moratorium on price 

regulation of the natural gas industry. But the president also promised that “expanded 

development and utilization of our coal resources” would become “the highest national 

priority.”20 As the nation’s most abundant and thus assumedly most reliable energy 

source, coal was a likely candidate. In the words of Federal Energy Administration chief 

John Sawhill, coal had the best chance of becoming the “pivotal fuel” that would sate the 

nation’s energy appetite until renewable resources became feasible options.21  

Calls to solve the energy crisis with increased coal production placed operators in 

a difficult albeit enviable position. Policymakers looked the industry to save the nation 

from the energy crisis because they assumed coal’s abundance made it a reliable fuel. But 

operators knew that reliability was, in fact, their greatest liability. To meet rising demand, 

they needed to attract external investment. That was difficult because investors believed 
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that the shifting regulatory framework around mine safety and air pollution and escalating 

labor unrest made coal a risky bet. It was unclear whether new safety standards would 

have a long-term impact on productivity, but the industry’s history suggested that safe 

mines were always less productive. Likewise, as George Kruger of Chase Manhattan 

Bank told the American Mining Congress in 1973, “mounting requirements for 

environmental protection” were sure to cut into profit margins, delay mine construction, 

and limit coal’s impact on the energy crisis. To attract investors, Kruger advised, 

“profitability must be made more predictable.”22 For their part, miners had become 

unrulier in the years since the Farmington Disaster. As Eli Goldston, the head of Eastern 

Gas and Fuel Associates, told the first national meeting of executives from the coal and 

financial industries in 1973, “no one wants to lend money to, or invest equity in, an 

industry which seems to show great promise and then, because of labor turmoil, never 

realizes it.”23 As business people, coal executives understood why unpredictability was a 

problem. In the words of National Coal Association President Carl Bagge, “before 

pouring its money into—quite literally—a hole in the ground,” any responsible 

investment firm would want “reasonable assurance that it is coming back out with a 

profit.”24    
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Before the end of the 1960s, operators thought they had at least one of their core 

problems solved. Safety was a consistent concern, and the salience of anti-pollution 

sentiment in the burgeoning environmental movement made environmental regulation 

increasingly likely, labor relations had been relatively calm for nearly twenty years. To a 

large degree, that tranquility was the result of the same trends that had fostered the energy 

crisis. During the early 1950s, as railroad engines switched to diesel fuel and the U.S. 

steel industry began its long decline, electricity became coal’s dominant end-use. 

Because the high costs of constructing power plants and mines pushed utilities and coal 

companies to rely on long-term fixed-rate contracts, operators focused on management 

strategies that would ensure reliable deliveries. Most prominently, the nation’s largest 

producers formed the Bituminous Coal Operators Association (BCOA). The BCOA 

immediately became the industry’s lead bargaining unit in contract talks with the 

UMWA, and had successfully negotiated four contracts without a single national strike. 

By the early 1970s, that peace was in shambles, compounding the sense of 

unpredictability created by new safety and environmental legislation.  

The energy crisis thus helped mold the pressures that would transform the coal 

industry over the next decade. That was certainly true after the oil embargo, when 

operators argued that greater reliance on coal was wise from the standpoint of both 

economics and national defense. But by November of 1973, the emphasis on the 

calamitous consequences of unreliable electricity production that dominated the early 

years of the crisis had already pushed operators to think hard about ways of not only 

increasing productivity, but also ensuring its reliability. The changes in extractive 
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techniques and management philosophies that followed had roots in the economic 

imperatives that formed during these years of crisis. But they were also the result of the 

social and political context in which those demands played out. Specific historic features 

of the early 1970s pushed operators to spend the rest of the decade working toward two 

primary targets: improving their public image to avoid future legislative intervention and 

restoring order to labor relations. 

 

**** 

  

Neither of those goals were easy to achieve. In 1968, the Farmington Disaster 

once again put operators’ apparent disregard for mine safety on display, and the debate 

over how federal officials should respond drew wide public attention over the course of 

the following year. But deadly explosions were only one of the industry’s undesirable 

side effects. Coal-fired power plants contributed to air pollution and acid rain, two issues 

near the top of every environmentalists’ agenda, and with the first Earth Day and the 

creation of the Environmental Protection Agency in 1970, those agendas took more 

prominent positions both in policy debates and in the public consciousness. Alongside 

other disasters like the Santa Barbara Oil Spill of 1969 and the U.S. military’s use of 

toxic defoliant Agent Orange in Vietnam, Farmington seemed like further evidence that 
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the political and economic order was cruel and unjust.25 Coal’s reputation had rarely been 

worse.   

In response, operators adopted strategies they hoped would improve their 

relationship with policymakers and the general public. In 1971, the National Coal 

Association (NCA) appointed Washington veteran Carl Bagge as its new president. 

During the late sixties, Bagge served on the Federal Power Commission while it put 

together its influential 1970 National Power Survey, and his reputation as an energy 

policy expert and connections in Congress gave the association newfound legitimacy. 

Although large operators created the NCA in 1917, its long history had been marred by 

ineffective, shortsighted, and even offensive political tactics. Bagge, who joined other 

newly appointed leaders like former Alabama Representative Carter Monasco, 

represented a turnabout. To capitalize on what Coal Age editor Alfred Flowers called the 

industry’s “strongest position in history,” operators first needed to address problems old 

and new.26 Those included inefficiency, complicated new safety regulations, and the 

increasingly volatile situation  within the UMWA. But the key problem, in Flowers’s 
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words, was “what the general public thinks of the coal industry.”27 From operators’ 

perspective, hiring savvy lobbyists like Bagge was a step in the right direction.  

But it was not long before the general public had yet another reason to think 

poorly of the coal industry. Exactly one year after President Nixon signed the Coal Act, 

A.T. Collins was returning from lunch at Finley Coal Company’s No. 15 mine near 

Hyden, Kentucky. As Collins moved along the conveyer belt miners used to enter the 

mine, he heard a noise “nothing like [he] had ever heard before.”28 Before Collins could 

roll himself back to safety, a blast of air and fire roared through the tunnel, ripping the 

belt from its tracks. Both man and machinery bounced violently against the walls of the 

entrance tunnel before flying from the mine mouth and skidding across the ground 

outside. The impact knocked Collins unconscious. When he awoke, he was lying in the 

dirt, dazed and injured, fifty feet from the mine entrance. But he was lucky. Inside the 

mine, all thirty-eight of his co-workers were already dead. 

The explosion ravaged the small mining community. The death toll was so high 

that the local morgue could not accommodate the bodies. Instead, residents lined the dead 

in a school gymnasium, where relatives did their best to identify the corpses by belts, 

lamp numbers, or wallet contents.29 Volunteers dug graves in hillside family cemeteries, 
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even as an 11-inch snowfall hit the region. Survivors reacted to the disaster with grief, 

resignation, and disbelief. According to the wife of a local preacher, who organized 

donations and child-care volunteers, the people of Hyden were so devastated that they 

could not quite “take it all in.”30 Another woman told reporters “if my brother-in-law had 

to die that way, thank God that his death was swift.” Eighteen-year-old Brenda White, 

whose husband died in the blast, struggled to come to terms with her grief. “Seems like I 

don’t really believe he’s dead or anything,” she told reporters. “That’s why I’m so 

calm.”31 

The timing of the explosion raised questions about whether the federal 

government could effectively regulate mine safety. To those who worked so diligently to 

pass the Coal Act the year before, the disaster was mind boggling. As Congress 

investigated the blast, lawmakers uncovered the difficulty of unraveling the tangled 

threads of responsibility in a workplace disaster. Some, like Henry Jackson, chair of the 

Senate Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs, and Harrison Williams, chair of the 

Labor and Public Welfare Committee, directed their ire at Nixon appointees in the 

Department of the Interior and Bureau of Mines. In a letter summoning acting Interior 

Secretary Fred Russell to hearings on the disaster, Jackson and Harrison excoriated the 
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administrator. “Congress took great care,” the Senators wrote, “to provide you with all 

the necessary tools to assure safe working conditions.”32 How, they wondered, had an 

explosion occurred exactly a year after Congress passed legislation explicitly designed to 

prevent them? The regulators who appeared alongside Russell at the hearings offered few 

satisfactory answers. According to Elburt Osborn, the recently appointed Bureau of 

Mines director, his office had worked “very hard” to enforce the new law over the course 

of the previous year, issuing forty-four thousand safety violations and forcing the 

withdrawal of workers from more than two thousand unsafe mines.33  

Still, there was clear evidence that federal officials did not do their utmost to 

address dangerous conditions at the Finley mine. Having visited the mine eight times 

during 1970, and ordering it closed due to unsafe dust levels at least once, Bureau of 

Mines inspectors knew Finley Coal was not meeting the new standards.34 But the extent 

of the company’s infractions had been obscured by inspectors who, at worst, were 

corrupt, and at best, had filed paperwork incorrectly. New guidelines required that 

inspectors conduct surprise visits, but multiple witnesses at the hearings told lawmakers 

that managers and miners knew inspection dates far in advance.35 Federal investigators 
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also found that the Bureau’s violation reporting system contained loopholes that 

permitted the mine to stay open despite repeated safety violations. Like many operations, 

the Finley mine in Hyden was, in fact, a cluster of many mines. In the final report on the 

disaster, investigators noted that inspectors treated it as a single mine for the purpose of 

planning visits, but reported violations as if it were two. Because of this clerical 

oversight, the Hyden mine was inspected as often as required by the new law, but the 

number of violations reported to the Bureau of Mines office in Washington was diluted. 

According to the report, if inspectors had filed violations correctly, there was “every 

reason to believe” that the collective infractions would have been “more than sufficient” 

to warrant a permanent closure.36 

Blundering federal officials made the Hyden Disaster less damaging to the 

industry’s reputation than it could have been, but mine owners Charles and Stanley 

Finley were hardly model industry representatives. Even as large operators strove to 

improve their public image with level-headed support for federal safety standards, small 

operators like the Finleys responded to the Coal Act with obstinacy. In Kentucky, they 

closed more than two hundred mines in protest during the first ten days under the new 
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law, laying off more than a thousand miners.37 It is unclear whether the Finleys shut any 

of their mines as an act of dissent, but they certainly flouted the Coal Act’s requirements. 

According to investigators, managers at the Hyden mine stored explosives in improper 

ways and used outlawed detonators—one of which was the direct cause of the explosion. 

But even more disturbingly, the Finley brothers ignored portions of the act requiring 

operators to report fatal accidents. In November 1970, a little more than a month before 

the explosion, a tractor malfunction killed a miner working in the Hyden mine. But the 

Finleys failed to alert federal officials, who did not become aware of the death until after 

investigating the December explosion.38 

News coverage of the Hyden investigation also showed how little small operators 

were aiding their larger competitors’ efforts to improve labor relations. Coal executives 

and mine managers had always contended that workers contributed to unsafe conditions 

as much as—or more than—operators. Even those who supported the Coal Act 

complained that it was unfair to established fines and criminal charges for operators cited 

for repeated infractions, but set no penalties for offending workers.39 The high profile of 

the Hyden case brought that complaint to the forefront once again. In January of 1971, 
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the Interior Department announced that it would recommend criminal prosecution of the 

Finleys. In response, Charles Finley told reporters that he had not been in the mine since 

it opened in March 1970. He was a businessperson, Finley argued, not a coal miner. In 

his mind, ensuring safety was a task for those who actually worked underground. “How,” 

he asked, “can I control the people in the mines?”40 Echoing Finley’s complaints, Robert 

Holcomb, a representative for the small-producer coalition Coal Operators and 

Associates, told reporters that his clients were “tired of being regarded as criminals 

whenever anything goes wrong.”41  

Whether operators who flouted the law deserved to be treated like criminals—

Charles Finley was, in fact, indicted on twenty-four counts of violating the Coal Act in 

1971—the argument made by people like Finley and Holcomb could not have sat well 

with miners who had fought so forcefully for the new law. But it did resonate with 

lawmakers.42 In the years after the Hyden disaster, revised safety policies continued to 

focus on environmental factors like dust levels and explosives, but policymakers also 

placed greater emphasis on safety training for workers. Significantly, the new rules 

required that miners take safety courses led by representatives from the Bureau of Mines, 

which became a major component of the bureau’s approach to safety. Between 1971 and 

1975, the number of miners who attended Bureau of Mines safety courses grew 
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fivefold.43 While operators applauded the shift, some miners—especially UMWA 

members—were ambivalent. The union had operated a safety training program for 

decades, and leaders and members generally believed that training was an essential 

component of reducing the dangers of mining. But some miners scoffed at the notion of 

receiving safety instruction from Bureau of Mines trainers. As miner Dave Brakefield 

told the UMWA Journal in 1973, “these courses the government gives, tell you the truth, 

they ain’t worth a thing.” Bureau instructors, Brakefield complained, were out of touch 

with the realities of work in a coal mine. “They just don’t teach the right things,” he said. 

“What do I care how an atom works? This guy’s up there talking about square roots and 

geometry . . . get him down in a coal mine and he’d be as lost as I am in that class.”44  

Indeed, safety training was particularly important during the early 1970s, when 

coal companies began a hiring spree that continued late into the decade. The boom, which 

must have felt like a godsend in Appalachian mining communities where coal 

employment had plummeted since the 1950s, was partly fueled by demand created by the 

energy crisis. But it was also a product of timing. As Coal Age management expert 
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William Saalbach noted in February of 1970, an entire generation of miners were set to 

retire over the course of the decade. If operators wanted to achieve astronomical growth 

projections, they needed to hire new, younger workers.45 To do that, they had to combat 

the public perception of the industry as dirty, deadly, and cruel. As Carl Perkins, the 

leading Representative from Kentucky, pointed out at the Hyden disaster hearings, if 

regulators, operators, and miners failed to improve mine safety, “sooner or later we will 

not have many people that will go in the coal mines.”46  

The new miners hired during the early 1970s were a powerful force of change in 

the coal industry beyond their role in increasing policymaker’s emphasis on safety 

training. Most came of age during the 1960s, when broad-ranging challenges to 

longstanding social hierarchies fostered pervasive anti-authoritarian attitudes and 

democratic impulses. Thanks to the civil rights movement, these young miners were 

steeped in the language of individual rights and social justice, and many grew up in 

communities where the War on Poverty had demonstrated the power of grassroots 

mobilization and direct action. Moreover, their early adulthoods had been marked by the 

Vietnam War, which practically every person between the ages of eighteen and twenty-

six—particularly working-class men, coal mining’s most likely demographic—had either 

served in, protested against, or knew someone who had. Those experiences molded their 

attitudes not only toward their employers but also toward labor unions. The UMWA they 
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grew up with was unlike the one their grandparents’ generation had fought for. An 

eighteen-year-old hired in 1970 would have been in second or third grade when John L. 

Lewis retired in 1960, and had only Tony Boyle as a model of union leadership. As they 

learned in early 1970—if they had not already guessed—that was a poor model indeed.47 

Such was the climate in which coal operators sought to capitalize on the energy 

crisis. Fuel shortages had placed their industry in the spotlight, but illumination was 

rarely to their benefit. A significant portion of the public regarded coal as a dirty and 

dangerous relic of a bygone era, and some believed it should be jettisoned alongside other 

ancient evils like racial and gender discrimination. The tragedy of the Hyden explosion 

compounded that negative image, but also dispersed blame for workplace disasters 

beyond uncaring operators to include inept or corrupt regulators and miners themselves. 

Meanwhile, the industry secured a new cadre of leaders for its most influential lobbying 

organization and began to hire a fresh generation of miners. These developments 

coalesced to focus operators on the more specific goal of reasserting their control over the 

workplace. Unfortunately for them, miners were focused on the same goal. The struggle 

between workers and managers over the power to determine the conditions and terms of 
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work had been a defining feature of labor relations for more than a century.48 But shifting 

regulatory frameworks, dramatic upheaval in UMWA, and the pressure the energy crisis 

placed on operators to make productivity more predictable intensified that conflict 

between miners and operators during the 1970s.   

  

**** 

  

On January 1, 1970, police discovered the bodies of Joseph “Jock” Yablonski, his 

wife Margaret, and their twenty-five-year-old daughter Charlotte, all murdered in their 

beds the night before. Yablonksi had spent most of 1969 campaigning against incumbent 

Tony Boyle in the race for UMWA president. He lost, but seemed prepared to capitalize 

on his popularity among rank-and-file miners to continue attacking Boyle and further the 

fight to end collusion between the union and operators and to improve safety and black 

lung benefits. In early December of 1969, Yablonski asked federal officials to investigate 

the election results for fraud. His request ultimately shed light on the wide ranging 

corruption and underhandedness of Boyle’s regime. Yablonski, of course, did not live 

long enough to see his suspicions validated. But his profile as the UMWA’s most 

prominent dissenter and the details of his murder led law enforcement to aim their 

investigations at Boyle. 
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Indeed, the Yablonski killings marked the beginning of the end for Tony Boyle. 

Once a hand-picked protégé of union patriarch John L. Lewis, he lost the presidency to 

Arnold Miller in 1972. Two years later, he was convicted of murder and sentenced to 

three consecutive life sentences. But murder was only the most heinous of his crimes. In 

1971 and 1972, federal investigators indicted him for embezzlement and overturned the 

results of the 1969 election in which he had defeated Yablonski. Ironically, Boyle’s 

attempt to silence his most prominent critic only invited greater scrutiny, as the 

Yablonski murders brought the simmering unrest in the UMWA to full boil. Many rank-

and-file miners had been dissatisfied with Boyle’s leadership for years. After his 

nonchalance in the wake of the Farmington Disaster, the opinion that he was corrupt and 

cared little about the lives of the people he supposedly represented not only spread but 

also fostered an official opposition movement. Before the murders, critics mostly levied 

their charges against Boyle at meetings of groups like the Association of Disabled Miners 

and Widows or the Black Lung Association. But immediately following the Yablonskis’ 

funeral, their friends and allies formed the Miners for Democracy (MFD), which would 

help sweep a wave of new leaders into office in 1972 and become one of the most 

influential rank and file movements in U.S. history. 

Coal miners were not the only American workers who revolted against both 

bosses and union leaders during the 1970s. They were part of a widespread upwelling 

that included auto workers, truck drivers, garbage collectors, and others, all of whom 
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participated in what labor historian David Montgomery called “a rebellion from below.”49 

The militancy and grassroots energy evident in those efforts represent one of the most 

puzzling ironies in modern U.S. history. Much of the literature on the transformation of 

the American political economy during what one recent study calls “the pivotal decade” 

has focused on the question of how an era that began with such fervor could become, in 

the words of another influential scholar, “the last days of the working class.”50 Historians 

have provided a rich and varied explanation of that irony that emphasizes racial backlash, 

economic strife, and the increased effectiveness of the conservative political movement. 

As the U.S. became what sociologist Daniel Bell called a “post-industrial society,” it 

became apparent the never-accurate but longstanding ideal of a worker as a white, bread-

winning man was exceedingly incongruent..51 Taken together, those shifts fostered 

insecurities among white working-class men that pushed a significant number of them 

away from class solidarity and toward the pitfalls of racial and gender protectionism.     
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 The democratic revolt that rocked the coal industry during the 1970s underscores 

the fact that workers faced a new and ultimately more obstructive set of barriers to 

organizing efforts that contributed to the decline of class-based politics. Most 

prominently, it shows how deeply the post-New Deal labor order relied on the 

acquiescence of businesses.52 Workers and business leaders had always held competing 

visions of a labor union’s role. Thanks to the memory of the West Virginia mine wars 

and John L. Lewis’s firebrand tactics during his forty-year tenure as president, the 

UMWA had a reputation as not only one of the most influential American labor unions 

but also one of the most militant.53 After a near decade of Boyle’s knavery, that was no 

longer the case. In the words of West Virginia Representative Ken Hechler, who spoke at 

one of the first MFD rallies in 1970, the UMWA had abandoned its members and become 

an “instrument to protect the company from the workers.”54 To the miners who attended 

MFD rallies and voted for the slate of candidates it endorsed in 1972, the group was a 

powerful tool for reform. Because MFD advocated an emphasis on rank-and-file 

concerns such as mine safety, transparent contract negotiations, and ratification of 
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contracts based on member votes, group represented the hope that the UMWA was 

returning to its roots.  

Coal operators had a different view. From their perspective, the UMWA was a 

tool for securing a steady supply of labor. Most importantly, the union helped companies 

avoid strikes. Business leaders have always seen striking workers as a nuisance. Through 

strikes, employees can disrupt production, skew markets, and pressure companies to heed 

their demands over the dictates of business strategy. During the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, many companies met that threat with violent suppression.55 But after 

1935, when the Wagner Act leant legal authority to workers attempting to organize, 

union contracts became the most effective way to avoid strikes. In fact, most contracts 

contained no-strike clauses, which outlawed concerted work stoppages strikes during the 

contact’s duration. None of the agreements between the UMWA and the coal industry’s 

most important bargaining unit, the Bituminous Coal Operators Association (BCOA), 

included such a clause. Regardless, they achieved the desired effect. In the twenty years 

after the first negotiations between the BCOA and UMWA in 1950, largescale coal 

strikes virtually vanished.56 Those that did occur either were aimed at small operators not 

included in the contract between the BCOA and UMWA (such as the 1959 strikes in 

Eastern Kentucky) or were wildcat strikes, which were organized by rank-and-file miners 

without union consent. While the former potentially helped large producers by placing 
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stress on competitors, U.S. labor law treated the latter as illegal. In either case, BCOA 

members preferred the strikes that dominated the period between 1950 and 1970 to one 

with backed by both the union and federal law.  

Miners’ and operators’ different visions of a union’s role fostered opposing 

expectations for the future of labor relations in the coal industry. When miners elected 

MFD candidate Arnold Miller as UMWA president in 1972, they expected 

empowerment. Miller was a retired miner, suffered from black lung, and had never 

served the union in any official capacity. Rank-and-file miners could see him as one of 

them—a person with deep knowledge of the daily struggles of coal mining who was pure 

of the corruption that stained Boyle’s regime. For their part, large operators hoped that 

Miller would help restore the old order. They had benefited from a close relationship with 

Boyle, whom some even considered a friend, but he had proven ineffective at quelling 

unrest during his final years as president.57 As Westmoreland C.E.O. E.B. Leisenring said 

in 1971, it was “doubtful that there will be any meaningful turn around” in productivity 

“until the union’s leadership situation has been resolved.” After Miller’s election, 

operators set their sights on contract negotiations in 1974, which Eli Goldston of Eastern 

Gas and Fuel Associates called the “best chance since John L. Lewis to build 
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communication and confidence,” between themselves and the union.58 To executives like 

Leisenring and Goldston, the 1974 contract presented an opportunity to secure the 

union’s assistance to tame wildcat strikers, ease investors’ reliability concerns, and 

legitimize promises that coal production could grow rapidly enough to meet the demands 

of the energy crisis.  

By the time negotiations began in late 1974, the energy crisis had entered a new 

stage that placed even greater pressure on the coal industry to solve its predictability 

problems. Immediately after the 1973 oil embargo, federal officials announced plans to 

increase coal consumption. In November, President Nixon ordered federal officials to bar 

industries and utilities that used coal from converting from coal to oil and find ways to 

encourage the conversion of power plants from oil to coal. Nixon also announced a plan 

for securing energy self-sufficiency, which he called Project Independence. Citing past 

successes in achieving huge goals through coordinated national efforts, Nixon called on 

the nation to act “in the spirit of Apollo and with the determination of the Manhattan 

Project,” to develop the resources to meet its own energy needs “without depending on 

any foreign enemy” by the end of the decade.59 Then, in January 1974, Nixon signed the 

Alaskan pipeline bill, and the Senate passed a twenty billion dollar spending bill creating 

a ten-year research program geared at energy self-sufficiency.60 By June, Congress 

                                                      

58 “Bankers and Industry Meet at NCA Financial Conference,” Coal Age 78, No. 13 

(December 1973): 74. 

 
59 “Transcript of President’s Address on the Energy Situation,” New York Times, 

November 8, 1973, 32. 

 



 

 131 

passed the Energy Supply and Environment Coordination Act, which issued funds and 

suspended some air pollution controls for power plants that converted from oil to coal.61 

This was all good news for the future of coal, but the industry’s ability to capitalize on its 

opportunity was still in doubt. 

Coal operators who expected the UMWA to return to post-1950 form misread the 

landscape. As wildcat strikes continued across the coal fields, it became clear that miners 

saw walkouts as their most effective tool to protest unsafe conditions. When both the 

union and industry leaders sponsored studies of wildcat strikes, the results confirmed that 

fact. In 1973, “safety” was the second most commonly cited cause of 845 unauthorized 

strikes, just behind the more nebulously defined “pickets.”62 But new union leaders were 

also navigating chaotic terrain. Like Miller, few of the MFD alumni who took office in 

1972 had administrative experience. Boyle supporters maintained powerful positions 

from district offices to the international board, and were not always prepared to cooperate 

fully with the new leaders. Still, the energy crisis put massive pressure on the industry to 

increase production, which fueled concerns about labor shortages and gave miners rare 

bargaining power. Moreover, miners were mobilized and had demonstrated the 
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willingness to fight operators over the course of five-plus years of heated wildcat strikes. 

When union negotiators sent their initial proposals to operators in September of 1974, 

they had little reason to aim low.      

In fact, the 1974 contract negotiations represented a rare opportunity for the union 

to challenge inequalities embedded in the relationship between workers and their 

employers. Miners believed they should have the right to strike when they deemed 

workplace conditions unsafe. But to operators, strikes during a contract term defeated the 

entire purpose of a contract. Their position was supported by decades of U.S. labor law 

that had been solidified by more recent decisions.63 The 1947 Taft-Hartley Act placed 

restrictions on the reasons workers could strike, but employers’ options for enforcing 

anti-strike clauses were less clear. In 1962, the Supreme Court cited provisions of the 

1932 Norris-La Guardia Act forbidding federal courts from issuing injunctions against 

nonviolent labor disputes. Businesses challenged that ruling throughout the 1960s, and in 

1970 the Supreme Court reversed it with Boys Market, Inc. v Retail Clerks Union, citing 

a tradition of Congressional policy that favored “the voluntary resolution of labor 

disputes.”64 With the Boys Market decision, employers could seek injunctions from 

federal courts to compel wildcat strikers back to work.65 The court upheld that principle 
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again in early 1974. In January, it ruled in Gateway Coal Co. v UMWA that because 

safety was included in the contract’s arbitration clauses, miners were bound by an 

“implied duty not to strike” for safety concerns.66 

Union and industry representatives were thus at an impasse before contract 

negotiations even began. Both recognized workplace control as a key issue, but viewed 

the problem from polar perspectives. When union negotiators wrote in their proposals 

that judges “who never mined a lump of coal,” had “shackled miners with an invisible 

‘no-strike’ clause,” they reflected the belief that miners needed greater power to halt 

production at unsafe mines. In their words, the fundamental truth of labor relations was 

that “miners have only one meaningful right: the right to strike.”67 Without that power, 

operators were free to trample “on what few rights miners do have.”68 The BCOA 

negotiating team approached the issue from a different perspective. Operators needed to 

secure predictable productivity to attract the outside investment they required to 

capitalize on concerns about energy shortages. The union could help in that effort, but 

only if it took a strict stance against wildcat strikes. In a confidential internal memo, lead 
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BCOA negotiator E.B. Leisenring wrote that operators felt that the proposal to legitimize 

wildcat strikes was “a major retrogressive step in industrial relations.” Moreover, 

industry representatives like Leisenring scoffed at the union’s negotiating strategy, which 

they believed reflected the inexperience of new UMWA leaders. In what he called a 

“totally unacceptable approach,” Leisenring complained that the union’s proposals were 

not “couched in contract language.” Instead, they read more like “position papers” that 

would “delete, modify, or completely rewrite every provision in the current agreement.”69  

Ultimately, neither side achieved the primary contract goal they set at the 

beginning of negotiations. The UMWA team delivered an improved wage package, two 

additional vacation days, cost-of-living increases, and improvements to the pension 

system. But they did not secure the right to strike at unsafe mines. BCOA negotiators saw 

that proposal as a non-starter, not only because they viewed it as a rebuke of operators’ 

right to manage, but also because they were beset by concerns about coal’s reliability. 

Ironically, while they believed that a contractual right to strike would make coal less 

attractive to investors and damage the industry’s already tentative influence in policy 

circles, their refusal led to an even more disruptive wave of wildcat strikes during the 

mid-1970s. In fact, it is not clear that Arnold Miller and his administration could have 

restored labor constancy if they wanted to. John L. Lewis had been a stabilizing force not 

only because miners respected his reputation and responded to his force of personality, 

but also because he had the final word on contract terms. That changed after the MFD 

                                                      

69 Memo marked “Confidential,” Westmoreland Coal Records, Box 777. 



 

 135 

victory in 1972, when the union constitution was amended to require a majority 

membership vote to ratify contracts. Miners ultimately accepted the 1974 agreement, but 

forty-four percent cast their ballots against it. That disunion continued after the vote, 

when disgruntled miners in Ohio marched through the streets denouncing Miller, burning 

copies of the contract, and chanting “No right to safety, no work!”70         

As a result, the issue of worker power continued to be the primary point of 

contention between large operators and the UMWA. Miners continued walking off the 

job in record numbers, furthering the view among coal executives that Miller was an even 

less effective union leader than Boyle had been in his final years. Without the union’s 

help, operators sought new management techniques to discipline the labor force. They 

commissioned studies of absenteeism, listened to advice from the other industry leaders, 

and began to craft a new image of themselves to oppose the longstanding public view that 

they were oppressive, uncaring, and cruel. In late 1977, union leaders and the BCOA 

again met to negotiate a new contract. Both sides kept workplace control as their top 

priority, but the context around their talks had changed significantly. With the oil shock 

that followed the Iranian Revolution still a year away, the national focus on energy 

shortages had dwindled, as had the bargaining power that the earlier crisis gave miners. 

Just as importantly, the coal industry had shifted production to surface operations, which 

proved to be a much more reliable method of securing predictable production and 
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avoiding labor unrest than the UMWA had ever been. The result of those changes was the 

longest coal strike in U.S. history and the beginning of the end for union-mined coal.          

 

**** 

  

The United States changed immeasurably in the first five years of the 1970s. 

Some of those changes offered the promise of better days. Congress passed legislation 

creating the EPA and revising air and water pollution standards, beginning a new era of 

environmental protection. The Vietnam War, the most divisive military action since the 

U.S. went to war with itself, finally came to a close. Across the country, workers rallied 

to reform labor unions and improve working conditions. But not all of the nation’s 

changes were for the better. In early 1975, President Gerald Ford—the only U.S. 

president not elected to either the presidency or vice-presidency—set a grim scene in his 

first State of the Union address. “Millions of Americans are out of work,” he told the 

lawmakers, reporters, and television cameras gathered on Capitol Hill. “Recession and 

inflation are eroding the money of millions more. Prices are too high and sales are too 

slow.” To Ford, there was one explanation for the nation’s dire economic condition. “For 

decades,” he said, “we have been voting ever-increasing levels of government benefits—

and now the bill has come due.”71 But the president still believed that some benefits, 

especially those directed at the energy industries, should continue to grow. Most notably 
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for the coal industry, Ford announced that the federal government would support the 

construction two hundred and fifty coal mines and one hundred and fifty coal-fired power 

plants during the next decade. 

Coal, which had only recently seemed like a relic of the past, was now the fossil 

fuel of the future. That reversal would transform the industry in the years to come, but in 

truth, the Coal Mine Health and Safety Act of 1969 had already changed it profoundly. 

Because safety infractions now carried the risk of criminal charges, mine owners and 

managers were no longer free to weigh the physical risks of coal mining directly against 

its financial rewards. During the early 1970s, that loss of power combined with forces 

that had structured the coal market for decades to lock operators’ priorities in direct 

opposition to those of union miners. In their 1974 negotiating memo, BCOA 

representatives wrote that they were “fully committed” to health and safety, and 

welcomed the “cooperation and assistance of the UMWA and the miners.” Still, they 

resolutely rejected the suggestion that miners had a right to control production, even if a 

mine was unsafe. In the words of BCOA negotiators, no operator could “relinquish the 

ultimate right and responsibility to manage the mines.” Operators surely held that view 

before the 1970s, but new safety laws and demand created by the energy crisis made it 

even more imperative. Under the Coal Act, the owners and managers of coal mines were 

legally responsible for workers’ safety. “Having this ultimate responsibility,” negotiators 

wrote, “they must have ultimate control.”72   
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Chapter Four 

 

Surface Mining and Our Environment: Community Organizations, 

Trade Associations, and the Battle to Abolish Strip Mines 
 

Coal operators did not have to look far to find an enticing solution to the safety 

concerns, productivity problems, and labor unrest plaguing their industry. During the late 

sixties and early seventies, a growing number of companies decided to increase their 

investment in surface mining. Because surface mines relied on earth-moving machines 

that put miners in safer situations than those underground, they were less dangerous 

workplaces than deep mines. Likewise, emerging technology, including massive 

earthmoving equipment and more effective explosives, allowed surface mines to produce 

at a much higher rate than underground mines with the added benefit of requiring fewer 

workers.1 While a wildcat strike might shut down a surface operation, it was much easier 

for operators to find workers with the skills and willingness to replace strip miners than it 

was to find trained underground miners. From an operator’s perspective, expanding 

surface operations made too much sense to ignore. Indeed, many turned to it avidly. As a 

result, the surface mining industry experienced a massive boom--with per-year 

production increasing by 10 million tons between 1969 and 1970 alone—that carried on 

throughout the rest of the 1970s.2 
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But operators could not make the decision to shift to surface mining solely on 

basis of the economics of energy markets or conflicts over workplace control. Other 

factors constrained them. Most obviously, the geology of coal seams determined where 

surface operations could flourish. Deep mines continued to be necessary wherever the 

coal was too far to reach through stripping. Public resistance to surface mining was 

nearly as unyielding. While strip mines were popular among profit-minded coal 

operators, they were exceedingly unpopular with the broader public. By the early 

seventies, national newspapers featured long reports and editorials that detailed the 

destruction and danger created by strip mines.3 The increasing organizational power of 

the industry's critics furthered, and in turn was furthered by, this heightened attention. As 

national environmental groups including the Sierra Club joined local organizations 

including the Appalachian Group to Save the Land and People, Save Our Kentucky, and 

the West Virginia Highlands Conservatory in efforts to ban or control surface mining, the 

issue became one of national concern. Historians are aware that major disasters like the 

1969 Santa Barbara Oil Spill raised the profile of environmental politics at the beginning 

of the 1970s.4 But surface mining made an equally powerful impact. By 1972, in fact, the 
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controversy over surface mining was so prominent that a survey by the advertising firm 

Parson, Friedmann, & Central found that it outranked “even oil spills as a target of 

ecology and conservation groups.” In other words, while strip mining seemed to answer 

many of the industry’s concerns, it created a different set of problems for others.  

This chapter outlines the history of the surface mining debate to explain another 

pivotal moment in the history of the U.S. coal industry. By the end of the 1970s, surface-

mined coal accounted for more than half of national production. But in 1970, it was not 

clear whether this method would even be legal in the future. Across Appalachia, 

opponents of strip mining rallied to convince state and federal lawmakers to abolish the 

practice outright.  Although no bans emerged, legislators in West Virginia considered 

abolition in 1971. The bill, which had the support of the secretary of state and future 

governor John “Jay” Rockefeller, IV, marked a turning point for the industry. The forces 

that came to a head in its proposal, debate, and ultimate defeat not only set the stage for 

the new era of coal mining that followed, but also offer a new perspective on the 

emergence of environmental politics in the late-twentieth century.  

As industry leaders, local people, and state and federal officials debated the best 

ways of addressing the growing concern over surface mining in the early seventies, they 

weighed the relative importance of different types of risk. Most importantly, because 

organized resistance to surface mining posed yet another obstacle to coal executives and 

policymakers who saw coal as the answer to nation’s energy shortages, the debate 

became one that pitted economic growth against environmental quality. 
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**** 

 

By the time surface mining became a national topic of conversation in the early 

1970s, it already had a long history in coalmining areas. In fact, people have likely 

practiced the basic principles of strip mining nearly as long as they have used coal for 

fuel. As early as the late eighteenth century, farmers in coal-rich areas supplemented their 

income by using the shovels, pickaxes, and plows they used to cultivate their fields to 

extract any shallow seams of coal on their property. These early strip-mining techniques 

used human and animal-powered tools far less powerful than the massive earth-moving 

machines of the late twentieth-century, but they were in essence surface operations, 

which at their most basic involve the removal of topsoil, rock, and other material--

collectively referred to as overburden--to retrieve the coal lying near the surface.5  

Geology and geography provide the underlying structure for all aspects of the coal 

industry, but they were especially important in the formation of surface coal. As the 

mining industry industrialized, operators used surface methods anywhere coal beds were 

shallow enough that the shafts and caverns of a deep mine were unnecessary, or even 

impossible.6 But by the mid-nineteenth century, wide-scale mechanized stripping was 

most popular among companies that operated amid the rolling hills and flatlands of 

                                                      

5 Chad Montrie, To Save the Land and People: A History of Opposition to Surface Coal 
Mining in Appalachia  (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 25. 

 
6 Montrie notes that “mountain residents in eastern Kentucky” used steel scrapers, drills, 

and black powder to mine shallow seams as early as the mid-nineteenth century. Ibid., 18. 

 



 

 142 

Midwestern states. While the topography of those states allowed operators to use the 

large steam shovels that became surface miners’ primary tools in the 1870s, the 

mountainous terrain of Appalachia made strip mines more difficult to operate and thus 

less attractive to coal companies.7 

That began to change in the 1910s. Improved technology and the rising demand 

for coal during World War I pushed operators to open more strip mines in Pennsylvania, 

West Virginia, and eastern Kentucky. The steady expansion surged to a new level 

following World War II, as manufacturers developed more powerful and efficient 

explosives and earth-moving machinery. As businesspeople, coal operators could hardly 

ignore the massive jump in efficiency created by these new technologies. According to 

some estimates, surface mines produced approximately 5 tons of coal per workday in 

1914, practically the same daily production as operators could expect from a deep mine. 

That ratio had changed significantly by 1958, when a strip mine could produce as much 

as 21.5 tons of a coal a day, more than four times the 1914 average. While the  

 

productivity of deep mines also benefitted from technological developments that 

included, most importantly, the invention of the continuous miner, its increase did not 
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keep pace with that of surface mines. By 1958, an operator could expect that a strip mine 

would be about twice as productive as an underground mine.8  

But the introduction of new technology changed more than the relative efficiency 

of surface and deep mines. Because workers stayed above ground, many of the jobs done 

by underground miners were absent in a surface operation. Deep mines, for example, 

required a team of timberers who were responsible for building the joists that supported 

the roof of a deep mine. At a surface mine, not only were workers with those skills 

unnecessary, but miners also did not have to worry about many of the dangers they would 

have faced in a deep mine. The roof falls and gas explosions that killed so many 

underground miners were non-issues for surface miners. Furthermore, a surface operation 

also allowed the capital invested in it to be more mobile. After exhausting a deep mine, 

companies often abandoned the machinery inside because it was too difficult and thus too 

expensive to move to the next operation. The bulldozers, tractors, and power shovels that 

were the most important expenditures for a surface operation were also much easier to 

transport.9 

The work of a surface mine was not only different from that of a deep mine, but 

also varied from mine to mine. At most surface operations, miners relied on a 

combination of three methods, each of which depended on the surrounding landscape. On 

flat terrain, miners usually practiced area mining, which involved digging a series of 
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parallel trenches to expose the seam lying under the surface. In more mountainous areas, 

operators relied on contour mining. As the name implies, contour mines follow the 

contour of a hillside, and involve miners pulling the overburden down along the hillside 

to create a shelf, known as a bench, along the edge. Contour mine operations often begin 

and end with the auger method, by which miners use massive drills called augers to bore 

horizontally into the seam and draw coal out. Each technique also featured a different 

method of disposing of the overburden. In an area mine, miners dumped it into the 

previous trench, leaving only the final rut empty. Miners at a contour mine used 

bulldozers to push the overburden into large piles of debris called spoil banks, which 

became notorious sources of pollution and acid run-off.10  

For practically as long as operators have used mechanized surface methods, the 

people living near those mines have complained about the destruction they cause.11 

During the 1910s, Midwestern coalfield residents voiced concern that the removal of 

topsoil ruined land that locals could have put to more productive use. Farmers were often 

the most vocal of these critics, and usually made the case that stripped land should be 

used to increase agricultural production. These agricultural concerns carried considerable 
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political weight in the Midwestern areas where surface mines proliferated in the early 

twentieth century; they enabled anti-stripping farmers to find allies among local business 

people and deep miners who saw surface mines as a threat to their livelihoods. Over time, 

these coalitions grew in influence and successfully lobbied for state legislation 

controlling strip mining. West Virginia became the first state to pass such legislation in 

1938, and others followed suit until Maryland became the last coal mining state to pass a 

law limiting surface mining in 1955.12  

The nature of the opposition to surface mining changed over the course of the 

1960s. By the early seventies, as environmentalists began following strip mining, it 

became a prominent point of national concern. To understand the changes that occurred, 

it is first necessary to realize that the term environmentalist itself took on a new meaning. 

From the late nineteenth century on, people seeking policy solutions to protect natural 

resources, ensure environmental quality, or promote public health--a set of goals we 

might call the politics of nature--most often referred to themselves as conservationists.13 

During the 1960s, activists and observers gave those politics more expansive descriptor. 

In its 1967 study Surface Mining and Our Environment, the Department of the Interior 
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explained its choice of the term environment in these terms. “Environment,” the report 

said, “is defined as ‘the surrounding conditions, influences, or forces which influence or 

modify.’” They aspired to promote recognition that the “all-inclusive term, 

‘environment,’ encompasses almost every aspect of life and living” involving human 

interaction with nature.14 

Historians have offered various explanations for the emergence of 

environmentalism, but the history of opposition to surface mining can help fine-tune that 

understanding.15 The environment became a major policy issue because the way that 

Americans thought about nature changed in the late twentieth century, and because 

policymakers and private citizens built a broader network of institutions through which 

those changing ideas could be expressed politically. When lawmakers responded to 

public pressure with legislation like the 1964 Wilderness Act or 1967 Endangered 

Species Act, they created channels in which environmental politics could flourish. 

Likewise, leaders of environmental organizations and consumer advocates like Ralph 
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Nader who espoused environmentalist politics helped create conduits for environmental 

politics during the late twentieth century. To understand the significance of the surface 

mining debate and its policy outcomes, it is important to understand the coevolution of 

the opposition to surface mining and the institutions through which it was expressed.  

The most obvious force behind those changes was the spread of surface mining 

operations. After World War II, operators began introducing larger and more complex 

machinery to their strip mines. During the late 1940s and 1950s, construction equipment 

manufacturers, most prominently Caterpillar and Bucyrus-Eerie, developed massive 

earth-moving equipment that included bulldozers, loaders, scrapers, graters, and trucks 

with carrying capacities up to 100 tons.16 By the mid-1960s, observers of the surface 

mine industry marveled at the scale of these machines. According to one Interior 

Department report, strip miners employed mechanized shovels that could handle 185 

cubic yards in one “bite,” and draglines with the ability to move as much as 85 cubic 

yards. With these new machines, by 1965 operators had stripped as much as 3.2 million 

acres--a total area nearly the size of Connecticut.17 That same year, attendees at a White 

House conference on national beauty learned about a recently-produced machine that was 

taller than Niagra Falls, as high as the Golden Gate Bridge, and capable of stripping 210 

tons of earth every minute.18 
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With this new scale, strip mining began to affect more people.19 The technology 

allowed companies to open surface operations in the mountainous regions where they 

were formerly less profitable--with devastating consequences. In 1957, severe flooding 

devastated communities across the region. The water rose to twenty feet in Pounds, 

Virginia, and decimated the downtown business districts of Hazard and Pikeville, 

Kentucky.20 In response, the U.S. Forest Service launched an investigation to determine 

the conditions that allowed the floods to be so destructive. Forest Service investigators 

concluded that surface mining in the mountains was the primary cause. In their effort to 

expand surface operations across Appalachia, the report found, operators had denuded 

hillsides and shaved mountains into steeper contours, which not only increased the 

chances of erosion and mudslides, but also produced waste that clogged the region’s 

streams, making them more susceptible to flooding.21 The Forest Service report 

confirmed what many residents of the coal mining areas of Appalachia already believed. 

By encouraging the spread of large-scale surface mining beyond the flat fields preferred 

by area miners, the new technology created new dangers that threatened farmland, 

homes, communities--and even lives.  
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While the spread of surface mining into more mountainous areas helped make it a 

pragmatic concern for a wider group of people, the equipment that enabled that expansion 

contributed to the philosophical basis of the opposition. As far back as the 

transcendentalists, wilderness preservation advocates had felt revulsion toward certain 

types of technological development, and such wariness played a role in the growing 

concern over surface mining. When Congress tasked the Interior Department with 

studying the problems and potential of strip mining in 1965, the staff noted that stripping 

“frequently shocks the sensibilities.” Yet, the report argued, surface mines on their own 

were not necessarily offensive. Observers were most likely to be shocked not by the 

particular conditions created by a surface mine, but rather by “the sheer magnitude of 

[humanity’s] accomplishments.” Coal companies, the Interior Department noted, had 

developed techniques that “literally . . . moved mountains,” and created scenes that 

resembled “craters on the moon,” more than any earthly landscape.22  

Arguments that painted strip mining as an inhuman activity leaving behind 

grotesque and otherworldly landscapes meshed with the views of critics who already 

found the coal industry deplorable. In 1962, Harry Caudill, a lawyer and former state 

lawmaker from Whitesburg, Kentucky, published Night Comes to the Cumberlands: A 

Biography of a Depressed Area. Caudill based the book on extensive research that he and 

his wife, Anne, conducted to offer a long history of Appalachia. Like Rachel Carson’s 

Silent Spring--also published in 1962 and widely regarded as a flashpoint for the early 
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environmental movement--Night Comes to the Cumberland was a both a detailed history 

of the creation of the ecological, political, and cultural creation of an environmental 

crisis, and a stinging jeremiad that predicted apocalyptic outcomes if contemporary 

attitudes and practices did not change.23  

Most importantly for the emerging anti-strip mining movement, Caudill argued 

that in the early twentieth century, coal companies had taken advantage of the desperation 

and naiveté of Appalachian farmers to induce them to accept contracts for mineral rights 

that carried complicated and unfair conditions. The most infamous of these was the 

“broad form deed,” through which coal companies gained the right to mine coal while the 

property owner retained surface rights. But these agreements also gave coal companies 

the right to disturb surface land in any way they saw fit to extract the coal. As a result, 

farmers might sell their mineral rights under the assumption that the surface area would 

continue to be productive farmland, only to find later that surface miners had destroyed 

their fields and left them without any recompense. By framing surface mining as not only 

a destructive practice but also the result of a massive swindle perpetrated by coal 

companies, Caudill linked the environmental disaster he saw in Appalachia to a narrative 

of the coal industry as a rapacious exploiter of both land and people.  

That message resonated with a broad audience that included influential policy 

makers. Caudill’s publishers at Atlantic Monthly Press released a second edition of Night 
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Comes to the Cumberlands in 1963 that featured a forward by acting Secretary of the 

Interior Stewart Udall.  Comparing Caudill to Upton Sinclair, John Steinbeck, and James 

Agee, Udall called Night Comes to the Cumberlands a “story of what happens when 

[people] betray their responsibilities as land stewards.” Udall believed that what was 

happening in Appalachia was “an anachronism,” a leftover from “an ugly chapter in our 

history.” During the nineteenth century, he wrote, Americans “recklessly plundered our 

continent, raiding it for beaver, for buffalo, for timber, for gold, for grass, laying waste to 

forests and hillsides and river valleys, without regard for the needs of future generations.” 

At century’s end conservationists worked to reconcile resource use through scientific 

planning and greater attention to the preservation of certain natural landscapes. “Today,” 

Udall declared, “we are all conservationists--or, in our pride, we would have it seem.” 

But Caudill’s book served as a reminder that the conservation movement was too limited. 

“In some parts of the United States,” Udall wrote, “the raider spirit of the last century is 

still abroad, wasting irreplaceable resources and demeaning human lives.”24   

Within a few years, the War on Poverty directed even more policy attention to 

Appalachia. Federal lawmakers and social activists created new institutional frameworks 

through which critics of surface mining could act effectively. As a result, efforts to curb 

surface mining became more organized after 1964, as new federal agencies and 

community-based groups emerged as the principle loci of the strip mining debate. The 
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most important such agency was the Appalachian Regional Commission (ARC). 

Congress created the commission in 1965, when it passed the Appalachian 

Redevelopment Act, but its roots were in Kennedy administration efforts to address 

Appalachian poverty in the early 1960s. In 1962, Kennedy organized the President’s 

Appalachian Commission, led by the governors of each state in the region. When 

Congress enshrined the ARC as an independent agency in 1965, it continued Kennedy’s 

original focus on federal-state interaction. Governors or their representatives led the 

commission, which set about developing programs and strategies for improving 

economic development in the region. But lawmakers also saw the commission as a 

clearinghouse where a diverse cast of stakeholders could discuss the problems facing 

Appalachia. In even their earliest drafts of the Appalachian Redevelopment Act, 

legislators envisioned the ARC as “a forum where the States, the citizens, and the Federal 

Government can come together to discuss and influence Appalachian policy.”25  

By creating the ARC, Congress did more than provide a forum for conversations 

about Appalachia.26 It also created a political boundary where none had existed before. 

Before 1965, Appalachia was a loosely defined region with borders as malleable as those 

of other regions with debatable cultural and geographic boundaries, such as “the 

Midwest” or “New England.” If the ARC was to administer the region, it first needed to 
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know where it was--and was not. Accordingly, the legislation defined Appalachia as a 

collection of 373 counties that encompassed all West Virginia and parts of Alabama, 

Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, South 

Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia.27 Representatives from the region no doubt lobbied 

furiously for the inclusion of their home districts, making the definition at least partly a 

product of political maneuvering. But in the process, lawmakers were forced to outline 

what they believed made areas part of Appalachia.  

ARC members gave their clearest definition of Appalachia when a 1967 

amendment to the Redevelopment Act added twenty Mississippi counties to the area 

under the ARC’s purview. In its annual report for that year, the ARC justified the 

inclusion of the new counties by citing geographic similarities. The newly Appalachian 

counties, ARC officials said, had “direct ties to the adjoining Appalachian areas,” were 

also located on the Interior Lower Plateau running through the western section of the 

region, and shared “common characteristics in forest vegetation” with counties in 

Alabama, Georgia, Tennessee, and Kentucky. Also, while the commission admitted that 

the Mississippi counties were not “as steeply mountainous” as many parts of the region, 

they were situated on an “eroded plateau quite similar to adjoining Appalachian areas in 

Alabama and Georgia.”28 Social geography was just as important. The Mississippi 

counties, the ARC argued, shared the “economic conditions of unemployment, 
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educational deficiencies, poor health services, inadequate public facilities,” and 

underdeveloped transportation networks that were “characteristic of the entire 

Appalachian region.”29 

From the outset, the ARC was concerned with surface mining. In fact, Congress 

stopped just short of making it part of the commission’s legislative mandate. Alongside 

the creation of the commission, the act also gave the Secretary of the Interior authority to 

provide up to 75 per cent of the cost of sealing abandoned coalmtines, extinguishing mine 

fires, and “restoring fish and wildlife sites destroyed by strip mining.” Moreover, the act 

mandated that the Interior Department undertake a massive study of the environmental 

and economic impact of surface mining in Appalachia and across the nation.30 The ARC 

internalized this emphasis on strip mining--and environmental issues more broadly. In its 

first annual report, the ARC justified its mission with the commonly recited refrain that 

Appalachia, though “rich in resources,” had not “reaped the rewards of its natural 

wealth.” The commission set forth a program that emphasized highway construction, 

better and more accessible health care facilities, and vocational training, alongside 

environmental endeavors that included erosion control, timber development, water 

quality studies, and “mining area restoration.”31 Among its first acts, the ARC issued 
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nearly six million dollars in grants to cover surface mine reclamation projects in 

Pennsylvania.32 

Just as importantly, though, federal War on Poverty efforts inadvertently helped 

solidify the opposition to surface mining into an organized political force.  As anti-

poverty activists fanned out across Appalachia, they sometimes found that the people 

they hoped to help were most concerned with the dangers created by nearby surface 

mines. While many working-class Appalachians found the wanton destruction of natural 

landscapes and resultant widespread flooding alarming, they were often more alarmed 

about direct threats to their lives or property. For instance, in 1966, residents in Pineknob, 

West Virginia complained that recent rains had loosened rocks and boulders imbedded in 

a nearby spoil bank, sending them tumbling down the mountainside toward their homes. 

Just a few months later, a mudslide washed down the mountain, destroying everything in 

its path and contaminating wells in the area for months. In nearby Clear Creek, West 

Virginia, similar mud and rock slides destroyed much of an alfalfa and corn field, 

polluted wells, and washed over several homes. Strip operations in Long Branch and 

Bishops Fork covered residents’ front yards with coal waste.33 

Other communities found themselves in precarious positions. About fifty miles 

south of Clear Creek, people living in houses built along the ridge of Bud Mountain 

reported their wells had run dry after a nearby surface operation opened fissures in the 
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water table. Residents built cisterns to catch rain water they hoped would hold them over 

until officials in a nearby town could expand the municipal sewer system to their 

community. But those too began to crack as the ground their homes rested on began to 

slip down the ridge. One local woman reported the vast slippage had opened fissures in 

her land that made it unsafe for her milk cows to graze there. A local newspaper 

confirmed her description, reporting that “crack in the earth” had opened, “about five 

hundred feet long and a few inches to three feet wide,” and six to eight feet deep at its 

widest, into which cattle could easily fall.34  

Residents did their best to direct anti-poverty workers’ attention to environmental 

issues. For instance, the Appalachian Committee for Full Employment (ACFE), formed 

by participants of the 1963 roving pickets movement in eastern Kentucky, did its best to 

draw the attention of its growing network of social justice activists to the issue of surface 

mining. At a 1964 conference in Hazard, Kentucky, the ACFE welcomed members of the 

Southern Christian Leadership Conference, Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, 

and Students for a Democratic Society by expressing concern with the “corporate 

monopolies” that seemed intent on destroying all the region’s natural resources but coal. 

Referencing President Johnson’s recent announcement, ACFE speakers/materials? told 

conferences attendees that “anything less than hydroelectric power facilities to provide 

cheap electric power, adequate highways throughout Appalachia, appropriate federal 
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safeguards against the ravages of strip mining, and a program of reforestation and soil 

conservation” would not “measure up to a true war on poverty.”35 

As anti-poverty activists ventured into the sparsely populated and often isolated 

communities of rural Appalachia, they found still more local people with complaints 

about strip mining. In one field interview taken by the Southern Conference Education 

Fund volunteer Charles Koehler, Darfolk Hollow resident Monroe Combs detailed his 

conflict with a local auger mining company. Although the company had verbally agreed 

to pay for any damage to Combs’s land, its mine had caused his property to slip about 

four hundred feet, damaging the farmland adjacent to the coal seam.36 But coal 

companies were not the only energy producers creating problems for local people. When 

Koehler interviewed Mason Miller later that summer, Miller reported that a gas company 

drilling on his land had left behind piles of dirt that eventually washed into the nearby 

creek, creating a dam. Later, when the waters rose, the dam burst, and the resulting flood 

washed out his bridge, retaining wall, and much of his land.37 
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Anti-poverty workers did more than collect evidence of these grievances. They 

also helped residents convert individual anger into community action. In one of the 

earliest successes, some Appalachian Volunteers helped local people organize the 

Appalachian Group to Save the Land and People (AGSLP). In 1963, the Council of the 

Southern Mountains had used its journal to decry the increased occurrence of severe 

landslides due to surface mining, yet, the journal equivocated, “just how this wanton 

destruction of surface property in the Appalachian South is to be stopped is the 

responsibility of good citizens and trustworthy officials.”38 By the middle of the decade, 

the Appalachian Volunteers were becoming more radical in their challenges to officials. 

Furthering this growing local resentment was the AVs’ transformation from an 

organization that used local college students to one that attracted a broad range of 

students from across the country. Incidents like the vandalism at a Pike County school 

that the volunteers had recently refurbished led many AVs to question whether repairing 

schoolhouses was the best means of confronting poverty.39 Joe Mulloy concluded that 

they had been putting a “band-aid on a cancer.” 

Early in fall 1964, a large contingent of Appalachian Volunteers, accompanied by 

residents of eastern Kentucky, traveled to Washington, D.C. While in the capital, the 

group stayed in a local private high school. On their last night before returning to eastern 

Kentucky, the group held a large community meeting, during which they played music, 
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sang songs, and discussed their experiences in the war on poverty. As Mulloy 

remembered, “one by one, scores of Appalachian people got up and spoke bitterness 

about their life experience.” The people from eastern Kentucky felt the need to 

communicate to the AVs their frustration over “their relationship with the coal companies 

and other big industries, and their powerlessness.” Their stirring words made a significant 

impression on many of the AVs, including Mulloy, who later said that “the theme that 

came through was strip mining; how it was ruining the land and people had no recourse 

and couldn’t stop it.” “If you really want to help us,” residents of eastern Kentucky were 

telling antipoverty workers, “we got this bulldozer coming down this mountain, that’s 

what we need some help on right now.”40  

In May 1965, a strip mine operation in Knott County, Kentucky encroached upon 

the land where Dan Gibson and his wife lived. When bulldozers began pushing trees over 

the property line Gibson and his neighbors confronted miners and complained about the 

damage to his fence and warn strip mine employees against trespassing. After bulldozers 

crossed onto the property the next morning, Gibson, armed with an automatic rifle, had a 

confrontation with a guard at the mine site. Placing himself at the property line, Gibson 

refused to move. More than a score of police officers arrived, arrested Gibson, and jailed 

him in nearby Hindman that afternoon. But Gibson was soon set free after a group of 

armed neighbors surrounded the jail demanding his release. The next morning, a crowd 
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of elderly men and women stood at Gibson’s property line to block the bulldozers once 

again.41 

Eighty people met in Hindman a few weeks later to discuss ways of preventing 

the destruction of their homes and farms; they declared their willingness to resort to sit-

ins, lie-ins, and even guns to keep strippers off their land. They brought with them 

petitions signed by eight hundred residents of Knott and Perry Counties to protest strip 

miners boring, ripping, and tearing away the topsoil to get at the coal underneath and in 

the process rolling boulders, trees, and dirt down onto private homes and land. They 

denounced, too, “the inevitable acid water which follows the auger and strip mining to 

complete the cycle of destruction by killing fish, tress, grass, anything it touches” and 

seeping into water supply.42 The next week, an even larger number of local residents met 

and formed the AGSLP, dedicated to the complete abolition of contour and auger mining 

in eastern Kentucky.  

The AGSLP inspired similar collaborations between local people and anti-poverty 

activists elsewhere in Appalachia. In West Virginia, anti-poverty workers helped 

residents of five of the state’s coal mining counties form the Citizen’s Task Force on 

Surface Mining in 1966. Over the course of the next two years, the task force hosted 

public events where they showed films highlighting the impact of strip mining and 

strategized how to “prevent further destruction of the state’s natural resources, public and 
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private property, [and] the continuing threat [surface mining] presents to the people of the 

coal camps and hollows.”43 By 1971, the efforts of the Citizen’s Task Force and others to 

draw lawmakers’ attention to the problems of surface mining resulted in the bill to 

abolish strip mining in West Virginia.  

Claredon Williams, a resident of Raleigh County, West Virginia, signed his name 

to the Citizen’s Task Force on Surface Mining’s first open letter to local newspapers in 

1966. Williams, who would have turned forty-two that year, was born and bred in 

Raleigh County.44 His parents, like many in the region, had left family farms in the early 

twentieth century, his father to work in coal mines and on the railroad and his mother to 

work in the home raising children.45 After attending high school in Pax, Williams joined 

the army at age 16, a year before the attack on Pearl Harbor. He spent some time in 

Panama before serving in England and France, where he took part in at least one major 

battle during World War II.46 In 1960, he married, retired from the army, and returned 

home to Raleigh County.47 Though there are no records to tell us what Williams did 

between 1960 and 1966, or why he became so opposed to strip mining that he was 

                                                      

43 “Task Force Asks Governor to Attend Meet on Strip Mining Friday at Pax,” Beckley 
Post-Herald, November 23, 1966, 4. 

 
44 United States of America, Bureau of the Census. Fifteenth Census of the United States, 

1930. Washington, D.C.: National Archives and Records Administration. 

 
45 US Census 1920. 

 
46 Young American Patriots. Richmond, VA: National Publishing Company Co., 1946: 

368. 

 
47 “Marriage Announced,” Beckley Post-Herald, January 18, 1959, 9. 

 



 

 162 

comfortable signing his name to an open letter, his background is not one that commonly 

appears in histories of the environmental movement.  

Beyond their socio-economic diversity, anti-strip mining groups also show that 

environmental activism emerged from a broad range of concerns. Like people who 

struggled to improve workplace conditions, critics of strip-mining saw connections 

between economic injustice and environmental hazards. But the anti-surface mining 

movement pushed those critiques beyond the boundaries of the jobsite, into the 

mountains and valleys where people lived. Still, it is not clear that the people who 

attended workshops hosted by the Citizen’s Task Force on Surface Mining or AGSLP 

identified as environmentalists. Their concerns arose more from outrage over 

infringements on their land than from a desire to promote more ecologically sustainable 

or environmentally fair development. As historian Chad Montrie has pointed out, certain 

aspects of the opposition to surface mining highlight the “importance of a tradition of 

veneration for private property in shaping both political consciousness and social conflict 

in U.S. history.”48 

While critics of strip mining certainly found energy companies’ infringements 

egregious, they also based their grievances on concerns that lay beyond their own 

property: theirs was not a simple NIMBY politics. Many people who took part in anti-

surface mining campaigns believed that strip mining destroyed land that was part of a 

common heritage. Mary Beth Bingham was part of a group of women who blocked 
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bulldozers from working on a surface mine near their home. Writing about her 

motivations later, Bingham emphasized how important the Appalachian landscape was to 

her sense of family and place, both interwoven. “Grandpa hoed and raised corn on those 

hillsides,” she wrote. “And we helped . . . We’d go back up there when I was a little girl 

and carry back big sack loads of apples. And the corn that he raised on those hillsides fed 

a couple of hogs, and his mule that he raised his garden with, and a cow and his 

chickens.”49  

In many communities, unchecked strip mining threatened residents’ ties to their 

pasts in even more horrifying ways. Particularly in Appalachia, where families 

traditionally buried their dead in small hillside cemeteries, encroaching stripping 

operations sometimes damaged graves or inadvertently exhumed loved ones long gone. 

Bingham later recalled that one operator who operated a surface mine near the cemetery 

where her father and older siblings were buried “blasted so hard he just flattened those 

graves.” It is impossible to overstate the impact of the mine operators’ callous disregard 

of all their bulldozers and explosives affected. When Bingham later wrote, “the hills they 

were stripping was people’s livelihood,” she was talking about much more than economic 

need. “With one swipe of that blade,” she lamented, “it’s gone. Gone.”50 
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**** 

 

While opponents of surface mining drew on newly created networks to bolster 

their side of the debate, coal operators benefitted from a much deeper history of 

organized support. Executives from coal and construction companies began organizing 

trade associations for surface mining during the 1930s. From the beginning, the primary 

purpose of these groups was to respond to criticism that strip mines were wasteful and 

destructive by developing and advertising the usefulness of reclamation projects. For that 

reason, they employed strategies that tended to match prevailing critiques. The Ohio 

Reclamation Committee, which operators created in 1940, was one of the most active 

early groups. During World War II, the committee announced that it was coordinating 

research with the U.S. Soil Conservation Service, the Ohio Division of Forestry, and 

“various sportsmen and farmer clubs,” to improve both the quality of reclamation and the 

rate at which it could be completed. According to the association’s news releases, 

operators believed that their efforts made it feasible that “soon . . . More acreage will be 

reclaimed yearly than is stripped,” leaving no “barren lands” remaining.51  

When they rebranded the group as the Ohio Reclamation Association after the 

war, members had much more modest and pragmatic goals in mind. Besides what they 

referred to as the “ethical considerations” of “restoring the land’s beauty,” association 
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members claimed reclamation to be an “economic necessity.” Thanks to the wartime 

boom in demand for coal, deep miners in Ohio were having a difficult time securing the 

timber they needed to expand their operations. As one executive told reporters, the 

problem was not a national or global timber shortage, but rather that surface mines had 

helped deplete the nearby supply. To continue to expand production in the future, deep 

mines would need more proximate and thus cheaper timber, which in turn created a 

demand for “the reforestation of strip mine holdings as rapidly as possible.”52 

As strip mining spread and the nature of its opposition changed, so did the 

strategies of trade associations. During the early 1960s, when a series of state legislatures 

revisited their regulation of the industry, surface operators began to identify themselves 

as “conservationists.” For example, when pressure from conservation groups and hunting 

clubs in Pennsylvania resulted in new surface mining bills in 1961, leaders of the states’ 

two reclamation associations united the groups. Calling themselves the Pennsylvania 

Conservation Association, they announced that their goal was to promote the “most 

effective restoration” of surface-mined land and to “cooperate with conservationists and 

other groups in the utilization of the resources of the outdoors.”53 That same year, 

operators in West Virginia created two surface mine associations, splitting the state into 

northern and southern districts. Four years later, they, too, consolidated their 

organizations into a new group called the West Virginia Surface Mine Association 
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(WVSA).54 Like the Pennsylvania group before them, West Virginia surface operators 

cast their organization as one more akin to the Sierra Club than the Chamber of 

Commerce. The WVSA, its leaders later told Coal Age, never considered itself a 

lobbying organization. Rather, they claimed, members had always thought of themselves 

as part of “a conservation-minded group.”55 

Operators also responded to the growing breadth of opposition by forming 

broader networks themselves. In 1963, surface miners from twenty-two states created the 

Mined Land Conservation Conference (MLCC). Sponsored by the National Coal 

Association, the new group declared itself an effort by the industry to “police its own 

ranks and curb abuses by a small minority of irresponsible operators.”56 The extent to 

which the conference actually policed surface operators is unclear, but the group 

publicized what it deemed to be examples of reclamation successes. Responsible 

producers, the group argued, had “done a phenomenal job of land conservation.”57 To 

prove their point, they filled local newspapers with stories touting the more than 62 

thousand acres of land reforested and 46 million trees planted by surface operators in 
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Indiana, or the groves of pulpwood, Christmas tree farms, Little League baseball parks, 

and golf courses created on reclaimed mine sites in Pennsylvania.58 [ Am I right that most 

of the successes seem to be in the states where they were more likely to face legislative 

opposition? Might want to mention if so?]In 1966, the Mined Land Conservation 

Conference joined other groups in Coal for a Better America in releasing an open letter to 

Lady Bird Johnson, who had taken a prominent role in the recent White House 

Conference on Natural Beauty. “We wholeheartedly agree,” the letter read, “with your 

desire to beautify our land.” Strip miners, the group assured the First Lady, had been 

“actively encouraging proper restoration of mined land” for many years. Yet, they had 

recently come under attack by “those who lack information” or “see the unfortunate 

results of the indifference of a few operators.”59 The letter ran as a paid advertisement in 

The Wall Street Journal, Time, and Field and Stream.60 

There were those who found this narrative preposterous. “The biggest lie I have 

read in a blue moon,” Roy Lee Harris called it. A former West Virginia state 

representative and opinion column writer for the Beckley, West Virginia Raleigh 

Register, he had spent a lifetime watching the work of the companies in the industry’s 
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core region. “Heartless coal barons skinned and gutted, robbed and ruined, West 

Virginia,” he wrote. “They left us a ‘legacy’ of ghost towns, stinking, polluted creeks and 

rivers and bald-headed hills.”As far as the claims by operators that the industry was 

concerned with conservation, Harris proposed that any lawmaker “stupid enough to 

swallow such vicious bunk,” should be “impeached for . . . incompetence.”61 

Others seem to have been more convinced, or at least appreciative of the new 

framing. At a meeting of the WVSMA in 1967, West Virginia governor Hulett C. Smith 

told operators strip mining legislation had the public’s “complete support,” and warned 

mine operators the issue was one “that should not be debated to death.” The public and 

lawmakers, he said, were becoming interested in “the quality of their living space . . . The 

growing public consciousness of environmental quality--or lack of it--is having a 

tremendous impact on industry, local and state governments, and now our federal 

legislators. Bureau of Mines chief Walter Hibbard told the operators that surface mining 

had hidden costs. “We are now faced with the necessity of meeting these hidden costs. 

We are not happy about them, but they must be met. The reckoning is long overdue.” 

Association President Leo Vecellio of Beckley said operators aimed to reclaim about 

12,000 acres of land during 1967 but were contender [?] about the ability of soil 

conservation districts to complete planning for such a large section. Admitting operators 

“had been lax in the job of land rehabilitation,” Vecellio told reporters “the majority of 
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surface mine operators in West Virginia want to do a good job, but their knowledge of 

soil and water conservation is limited. They want help from any source they can get. It’s 

about time to bury the past, take advantage of the present and build for the future through 

a cooperative program between conservationists and coal operators.”62  

 

**** 

Four years later, the more than a decade of escalating controversy came to a head 

in West Virginia, where the surface mining abolition bill yet another unintended outcome 

of the War on Poverty. By the early 1970s, a significant number of the most prominent 

critics of surface mining were young people who cut their political teeth in OEO 

programs.  One example was James Branscome, who at the age of twenty-four had 

become a member of the Appalachian Regional Commission. Raised in Snake Creek, 

Virginia and educated at Berea College, Branscome was brought to ARC by a Ford 

Foundation grant, but ultimately worked on the National Advisory Council on the 

Education of Disadvantaged Children and chaired the anti-poverty panel of the White 

House Conference on Youth. By 1971, Branscome had become disillusioned by 

government work. The ARC, he argued, would “never be an advocate of the people it is 

supposed to uplift,” because it was “giving power to those exploiters and to those 

responsible for what’s happened to the mountain people.” Branscome left the ARC to 
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become the chair of Save Our Kentucky, which he believed had a better chance to stop 

the “havoc and holocaust against a land and its people.”63 

Most importantly for West Virginia, however, Secretary of State Jay Rockefeller 

was also a product of the War on Poverty. Rockefeller, whose family reaped abundant 

rewards from coal during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, first came to 

West Virginia in the mid-1960s as a VISTA volunteer.64 Alongside other anti-poverty 

activists, he helped the Mingo County fair elections committee battle an entrenched and 

corrupt political machine. His efforts won him election to the state legislature in 1966, 

and as Secretary of State in 1968.65 Rockefeller drew on the lessons he learned in that 

organizing to mobilize support for his campaign and call for an end to surface mining. In 

January, Rockefeller, state Senator Si Galperin, and Richard Cartwright Austin, a divinity 

student and former Ken Hechler staffer then working as a legislative aid for Galperin, 

established Citizens to Abolish Strip Mining. Rockefeller wrote a personal check for 

fifteen thousand dollars to fund the venture, while Austin became the organization’s 

chief.66 Rockefeller’s opposition to surface mining was both environmental and 

economic. While he deplored the ecological and aesthetic destruction that accompanied 
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strip mines, he also told reporters surface mining was no boon for West Virginia’s 

economy. On the topic of potential job losses, he noted that “one reason stripping is so 

profitable is that it has a low employment factor relative to deep mining.” Only 3,650 

West Virginians worked in surface mines, he reminded reporters, which amounted to 

only one-half of one percent of the total state workforce.67 

The increased legislative attention added fuel to the anti-strip mining fire. 

Galperin immediately introduced a bill to ban surface mining and thereby ensure “the 

general welfare of the state and the prosperity and well being of present and future 

generations of its people.”68 Across the state, communities formed branches of Citizens to 

Abolish Strip Mining. In Boone County, two hundred people attended a February 

meeting at which Arnold Miller, who was then the president of the West Virginia Black 

Lung Association, delivered a keynote address. Miller encouraged the gathered 

opponents of surface mining to stage a major demonstration in Charleston, and called on 

coal miners to join them. “We’ve given up wages before for a lot less valid reasons,” he 

told the audience.69 Miller’s participation in the anti-surface mining movement was 

further evidence of how powerful the bonds among activists were in Appalachia, even in 

the War on Poverty’s twilight hour. Grassroots organizing during the 1960s had created 
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networks that were vital to the creation of the Coal Act in 1969, and similar bonds helped 

keep the anti-stripping movement afloat through legislative disappointment.   

Opponents would need their networks and convictions to continue the fight. Less 

than two weeks after the meeting in Boone County, Galperin’s bill died in committee.70 

But in early March, West Virginia lawmakers agreed on a two-year moratorium on strip 

mining in the twenty-two counties without active surface mines.71 The compromise was, 

at best, a mixed victory for those who sought to end surface mining. While the legislature 

did not outlaw strip mines, coal companies were barred from expanding into new 

counties while the state conducted a thorough study of stripping’s impact.72 After the 

defeat of the abolition bill in West Virginia, the anti-strip mining movement increasingly 

pushed for federal legislation. Leaders of the most prominent organizations from 

Kentucky, Ohio, West Virginia, and Virginia met in Huntington, West Virginia and 

formed the Appalachian Coalition to coordinate their efforts at achieving a federal ban.73 

The participation of anti-poverty workers in the surface mining debate turned out 

to be a mixed blessing for local people. While Rockefeller brought new networks and 

publicity to the movement, the expansion also enabled critics to paint it as pressure from 

outsiders. Rockefeller’s participation also did few favors for his short-term political 
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career. His famous name and non-native background made him an easy target for 

detractors. During a Charleston rally in January of 1971 in support of the bill to ban 

stripping, about three hundred counterprotesters also gathered at the state capital, many of 

whom directed their ire at Rockefeller. As Kanawha County coal truck owner and 

operator C.W. Jordan told reporters, Rockefeller came “in here from out state, singing his 

little song.” In response, Jordan said, “we’re gonna sing one too.”[] Rockefeller won the 

Democratic nomination, but ultimately lost the race for governor to the Republican Arch 

Moore. Evidently, the lesson he took was that abolishing strip mining was a non-starter. 

Rockefeller backtracked on his initial support for a ban, emphasized responsible 

reclamation, and won the election for governor in 1977. 

For their part, coal operators took different lessons from the battle over the bill. 

Most importantly, they concluded that the West Virginia Surface Mining Association’s 

innovative lobbying efforts demonstrated the potential impact of carefully crafted 

advertisements and public relations campaigns. The WVSMA had used the looming 

specter of a dire energy situation to paint proponents abolition of strip mining as 

emotional romanticists who did not recognize the pragmatic problems the country faced. 

In January 1971, near the time of the Charleston rally, the association ran a series of ads 

in West Virginia newspapers claiming to offer a “reasoned response” to the surface 

mining debate. “Surface mining is an emotional issue to many people,” the ad read. “But 

we also know that emotionalism, unsupported by fact and sound judgment, creates more 

problems than it solves.” The WVSA argued that with coal supplies dwindling, a ban on 

surface mining would only raise the price of energy further “at a time when we are all 
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concerned about inflation.”74 Furthermore, they argued, environmentalists had over-

emphasized the dangers of surface mining. “To better understand the facts,” the 

association wrote, it was necessary to recognize “the mistakes and malpractices of the 

past are history, and only history.”75 Unlike the irresponsible operators of the past, the 

modern surface mine owners took their “obligation to the environment of West Virginia 

and the Nation” seriously.76 In fact, they claimed, “land is often more valuable after 

mining and reclamation,” but that fact went unnoticed by critics, not least because “good 

reclamation jobs blend in with the landscape.”77 

Other industry spokespeople joined the WVSMA in depicting surface mines as a 

reasonable and ecologically responsible force. In a September 1971 letter to the editor of 

the New York Times, NCA President Carl Bagge maintained that members of the NCA 

were not necessarily opposed to federal legislation designed to regulate surface mining 

and reclamation. “Like almost every other human activity,” Bagge wrote, such extraction 

of coal presented an “environmental challenge.” But, he argued, “responsible coal 

producers” were meeting the challenge. Reasonable legislation--by which he clearly 
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meant legislation to monitor rather than abolish surface mining--could achieve ensure 

environmental quality “without starving the nation for energy.”78 

The WVSMA also made a case that stripping sustained the broader economy of 

West Virginia. The association reported that surface operations supported more than six 

thousand jobs in the state. Abolition, it argued, would result in a loss of 1.75 billion 

dollars to the state economy.79 Basing the estimates on a July 1970 study by the National 

Coal Association, the WVSMA warned that more than one hundred million dollars in 

“wages, taxes, and services and supplies” would be lost if surface mining was abolished. 

Additionally, it cautioned that there would be a 128 million dollar impact on non-related 

businesses. “Surface mining,” the association announced, “makes jobs, money, and sense 

for West Virginia.”80 

Ultimately, many lawmakers found those arguments convincing. During the 

federal hearings on coal policy held by the Senate Committee on Interior and Insular 

Affairs in 1973, West Virginia Senator Robert Byrd told his colleagues, “we are living in 

an energy crisis era.” Therefore, he warned, they could not “put aside” surface-mined 

coal as a source of energy. Abolition of surface mining was just not feasible in these 
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conditions. The best way forward was to find ways to “restore land that is surface 

mined.”81  

Beyond its impact on lawmakers, the WVSMA intervention also demonstrated the 

potential of depicting coal operators as concerned members of local communities. Similar 

to other trade associations, the WVSMA held annual award ceremonies where they 

celebrated technological innovations, such as one operator’s use of a cement mixer to 

create new seed mixtures for ground cover, and lauded members’ reclamation and 

“conservation” efforts.82 But it also promoted an image of members as contributors to 

local communities by encouraging volunteer activities that included staffing Salvation 

Army booths during the holidays.83 During one massive snowstorm in the winter of 1972, 

WVSMA members used the same trucks, bulldozers, and tractors normally employed at 

mine sites to clear roads and rescue stranded motorists. There is little doubt that many of 

the operators who participated in these volunteer efforts did so because they genuinely 

cared about their communities and were rewarded with the feelings of accomplishment 

that come along with helping neighbors out of a jam. It is also likely that many of the 

people stranded alongside those snowy roads greatly appreciated the help, regardless of 

how they felt about surface mining. But it is just as clear that the trade associations had 
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their industry’s image in mind when they organized and publicized these efforts. As a 

local newspaper pointed out, surface miners may have rushed to the rescue of people 

stranded by the 1972 snowstorm, but they also took time to hire a local photographer to 

film their good deeds and deliver the footage to television stations across the state.84 

As the 1970s wore on, a growing number of coal companies recognized the value 

of efforts like the WVSMA’s. As importantly, however, a growing number of coal 

community residents found the industry’s arguments compelling--especially as some 

firms pulled out of the region. At mid-decade, operators expanded production in 

Montana, Wyoming, and Colorado, among other western states, citing the lower sulfur 

content of western coal beds as the reason. As the eastern coalfields became less 

important to energy producers, the economic situation in many Appalachian communities 

worsened. Miners and their families found themselves in an increasingly precarious 

position on the eve of the longest coal strike in U.S. history in 1977 
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Chapter Five 

Following the Sun: Clean Air and Western Coal 

The advertisement appeared in western newspapers in January of 1977. Atlantic 

Richfield, a massive energy conglomerate recently rebranded as ARCO, needed workers 

for its new coalmine in Gillette, Wyoming. According to the ad, the company was 

looking for employees to fill every possible position, including mechanics, mine 

supervisors, safety and health representatives, and engineering technicians. No coal 

experience was required. As incentive to uproot and move to Wyoming, ARCO promised 

successful applicants the salary, benefits, and growth potential that “only a company of 

our size can offer.”1 The company did not mention one fringe benefit, though. Employees 

at the Gillette operation would be able to take pride in the fact that their coalmine was the 

largest in the world. 

Eleven months later, ARCO opened the Black Thunder Mine in Gillette. Located 

in the Powder River Basin, and technically managed by ARCO subsidiary Black Thunder 

Mining, the massive surface mine immediately changed the geography of coal production 

in the United States. For the first time, a mine outside of Appalachia was the nation’s 

largest producer. It was a foreboding occasion for mining communities in Eastern 

Kentucky and West Virginia. The launch of Black Thunder capped a trend that began in 

the late 1960s, when coal companies first began exploring the deep coal seams in Great 

Northern Plains states like Wyoming and Montana, but continues to affect Appalachian 
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communities today. No legitimate discussion of the coal industry’s decline in Appalachia 

since the 1970s can omit its simultaneous ascendency in the west. In 1969, Wyoming and 

Montana, the two western states where coal companies were most aggressive in the 

1970s, produced approximately 563 thousand tons of coal, less than one percent of the 

national total. That year, Appalachian states were responsible for more than a billion tons, 

or practically ninety percent of total output.2 In 2001, Appalachian coal’s share had 

dropped fifty percent, and Wyoming alone accounted for more than 368 million tons--

nearly as much coal as Kentucky, West Virginia, and Pennsylvania combined.3  

The rise of western coal mining in the 1970s is usually explained as the result of 

amendments to the Clean Air Act in 1970.4 The amendments gave the federal 

government authority to set national ambient air quality standards, and when the EPA 

released those standards a year later, it required that electricity providers reduce sulfur 

dioxide emissions. This created a problem for utilities companies, the majority of which 

burned coal, because the technology to meet new standards was either nonexistent or too 

expensive. In turn, coal companies increased operations in western fields, where they 

argued the coal contained less sulfur than what was found in Appalachia. Federal 
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pollution control efforts forced coal west, the story goes, because the coal there was clean 

and Appalachian coal was dirty. But as this chapter shows, the popularity of this narrative 

has overshadowed the fact that the relative sulfur content of Appalachian and Western 

coal was debatable in the early 1970s. Moreover, there were other forces pushing coal 

westward. Coal executives found themselves in a storm of environmental protest, labor 

unrest, and regulatory change, all which influenced the decision to invest in operations 

outside of Appalachia.  

But revisiting the dirty coal argument does more than complicate the story of the 

industry’s decline in Appalachia. It also continues the investigation of themes explored in 

Chapter Four. The environment, both as a matter of policy and of public opinion, 

presented American businesses with serious challenges in the early 1970s. As coal 

companies sought ways around those obstacles toward continual profit growth, they 

helped transform American capitalism. Through advertising and lobbying, they posited a 

new political economy, in which business was capable of balancing environmental risk 

and economic growth.  

 

**** 

Audacity is an essential ingredient in policymaking. Social problems like poverty, 

criminality, and health are products of forces so complex that scholars spend their lives 

attempting—and often failing—to understand them. The belief that we can mitigate them 

through legislation or philanthropy is one of the most admirably presumptuous aspects of 

modern society. That is all the truer for environmental problems, which are caused not 
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only by complex social forces but also natural processes that are often beyond the reach 

of human agency and understanding. As such, we might consider the early 1970s one of 

the most ambitious periods in the history of public policy. In 1970 alone, Congress 

passed three landmark bills: the National Environmental Protection Act (NEPA), the 

Occupational Health and Safety Act (OHSA), and major revisions to the Clean Air Act.  

All three shaped environmental politics in obvious ways. Most notably, they 

reordered the institutional structure of environmental regulation. NEPA required that 

government agencies conduct Environmental Impact Statements to measure the potential 

damage of proposed projects, and led to the creation of the Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) by executive order in late 1970. OSHA recast federal workplace safety 

regulations, and established the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) 

to set safety standards and monitor compliance by employers. With the Clean Air Act 

amendments, Congress gave federal officials the authority to create national air quality 

standards, centralizing policy decisions that had previously been relegated to state 

governments. In each case, lawmakers implicitly asserted their belief that policy could 

address intricate threats to the common good.  

But environmental legislation also changed politics in less obvious ways. 

Congress practically guaranteed a new era of fractious political debate when it tasked the 

newly-formed EPA with setting national ambient air quality standards. Young agencies 

often have difficulty establishing productive relationships with industry, and that process 

even more treacherous when the industries are as well-established as the auto makers and 

electrical utilities that were the EPA’s primary targets. Industry leaders and their allies 
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chafed at the EPA’s standards as well as its mandated compliance deadlines, and later 

proponents of deregulation derided the agency’s early approach as overreaching 

“command and control.”5 Moreover, by addressing esoteric ecological processes, 

environmental policy politicized nature in new ways. Regulations like sulfur emission 

standards subjected scientific knowledge to political debate. Because atmospheric science 

was complex beyond the understanding of most citizens—and likewise most 

lawmakers—that debate was more political than scientific. That had always been true of 

environmental policy, but its growing salience in the 1970s made the impact even greater.  

The long history of efforts to control air pollution is a prime example of how 

environmental policy evolves out of the interaction between politics, science, and risk 

perception. Municipal governments and urban reformers made the earliest efforts to 

improve air quality in the late nineteenth century, when they sought to eliminate smoke in 

industrial cities.6 Smoke, which often came from coal burned by industry and in 

household fireplaces, became recognized as a risk because it and its effects were readily 

observable. But during the 1950s, scientific research directed attention toward less visible 

pollutants. Public health experts came to the realization that fine particulates, noxious 

gasses, and other chemical byproducts of industrial production also posed severe threats 

to human health. Still, the majority of lawmakers believed that local and state 

governments were best suited to address the problem. In 1955, when Congress passed the 
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Air Pollution Control Act, it left all standard setting and enforcement authority to the 

states. In fact, despite its name, the Air Pollution Control Act did nothing to control air 

pollution. Instead, it increased funding to the Public Health Service to support research 

on the causes and impact of air pollution.  

But as the Public Health Service and other groups such as the American Lung 

Association (formerly the American Tuberculosis Association) learned more about air 

pollution, they made the public more aware of the risks it posed.7 Workplace studies 

showed that exposure to harmful particulates over long periods of time could lead to 

respiratory and pulmonary conditions, most notably black lung.8 A better understanding 

of pollution’s impact prompted more legislative action. In 1963, Congress passed the 

Clean Air Act, which maintained state authority over pollution abatement, but made 

pollution research funding a permanent feature of the Public Health Service’s budget. 

The process that began in the 1950s continued. Researchers conducted studies, released 

the results, newspapers and other media reported those findings, and the public became 

more concerned with the risks that air pollution presented. It is difficult to untangle 

exactly how the interaction between scientific knowledge and risk assessment played out 

over time, but there is no doubt that as experts’ knowledge of air pollution grew, so did 

its salience as a topic of public concern. Just to cite one possible metric of interest, the 
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New York Times published 82 articles containing the phrase “air pollution” during the 

1930s. In the 1960s, it printed more than 4,000.9 

Coal companies were important targets of all this regulatory innovation. The 

industry’s single most important customer, the TVA, was a federally owned corporation, 

so NEPA’s environmental impact statement requirements meant greater public scrutiny 

of plans to expand coal-fired power generation. Likewise, impact statements added new 

hurdles to operators’ plans to mine coal on federally owned land. OSHA added another 

layer of regulatory complexity and oversight to the recently past and controversial Coal 

Mine Health and Safety Act of 1969. But the Clean Air amendments were even more 

crucial to the coal industry’s future. Lawmakers wanted federal pollution controls to 

reduce air pollution from two specific sources: automobiles and electricity-generating 

power plants. The emphasis on power plant emissions created problems for the electric 

utility industry, which purchased 65 percent of all the coal mined in the U.S.10 Coal 

executives rightfully saw any threat to electricity producers’ business as a threat to their 

own. This is an important point to recognize. When coal operators treated this wave of 

environmental legislation as a crisis for the industry, they were not, in general, 

overreacting. The environmental laws passed in 1970, not to mention those that followed 

soon after, created new—and to many executives, seemingly insurmountable—obstacles 

to the industry’s growth.  
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But coal executives also knew that the wave of environmental reforms were the 

product of popular will. They were not blind to the high profile catastrophes, surburban 

expansion, and transition to a consumer-driven economy that had fostered widespread 

concern about individual health and social sustainability since World War II. They also 

could see that as Americans became more ecologically conscious, their representatives in 

Congress followed suit. Environmentally conscious legislators were not a new 

phenomenon, but by the end of the 1960s, high-profile lawmakers like Edmund Muskie 

and Stuart Udall helped ease the path for federal environmental legislation.11 Popular 

support for environmental regulation was so great that it crossed partisan lines. After an 

oil platform exploded off the coast of Santa Barbara, California and painted the states 

coastline with 16 thousand cubic meters of sticky sludge only eight days after Richard 

Nixon’s inauguration, the new president dedicated his first term largely to environmental 

issues.12 Coal industry leaders realized that Congress faced such public pressure to 

manage pollution that it would not be able to ignore the issue. Their response to that 

realization helped reshape both the geography of their industry and environmental policy 

debate.  

The coal industry presented a multi-faceted argument against proposals for stricter 

standards. During the late sixties, industry officials and UMWA leader argued that coal 
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could not afford new regulations. But they were not entirely opposed to them, either. In 

1968, UMWA Vice President George Titler told West Virginia lawmakers that the union 

would not officially declare its opposition to stricter standards. Doing so, he suggested, 

“would be contrary to the long-standing support that our union has given to all measures 

designed to uplift and advance the common welfare.” Still, Titler cautioned the 

commission that pollution abatement “does not take place in a vacuum.” New controls 

would lead to costs that could only be “borne by the people of West Virginia.” The coal 

industry, he argued, had only recently returned to profitability after the disastrous 1950s. 

West Virginia coal miners were beginning to reap the rewards, both in wages and a 

rediscovered hope for the future. With coal once again expanding, “boys from these hills 

and valleys can seek their place in West Virginia society, rather than being forced to find 

their fortune in the cities of other states.”13 That hopefulness could disappear if the 

industry was choked out by strict standards. “Without coal,” Titler proclaimed, “the 

viability of this state and the future of its citizens will be in jeopardy.” In short, the cost 

of air pollution standards could not be measured in dollars and cents, but “in terms of 

men displaced, with the resultant incidence of human want and destitution,” they would 

create.14 
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Alongside arguments that air pollution standards would sink their industry, coal’s 

representatives argued that new regulations were unnecessary. When Congress held 

hearings on proposed amendments to the Clean Air Act in 1970, National Coal 

Association Director of Air Pollution Control Joseph Mullan told lawmakers that the 

current laws were working. Arguing that air quality in most major cities had improved 

since the Clean Air Act in 1963, Mullan made the case that no further federal action was 

necessary. Representatives from the National Coal Policy Conference (NCPC), the 

UMWA and BCOA’s joint lobbying effort, agreed. NCPC leaders argued that the current 

laws were a proven success, even though changes put in place by the 1968 amendments 

had not had time to run their course. Moreover, lawmakers had not determined the risk 

that further regulation of smokestack emissions posed to business. Although had 

Congress authorized the Department of Health Education and Welfare to research the 

feasibility and potential impact of national standards in 1967, the department had not yet 

released its findings. “Whether or not the NCPC would agree or disagree with that 

report,” they reasoned, “it makes little sense to be going forward with pioneer 

legislation.”15  

As industry leaders did in their Congressional testimony and advertising related to 

surface mining, they also urged Congress to avoid “rash” decisions made on the basis of 

“emotionalism.” In 1970, NCPC Executive Vice President W. W. McClanahan appeared 
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before the Senate Subcommittee on Air and Water Pollution to give his opinion on 

proposed amendments to the Clean Air Act. “The term ‘ecology,” he told lawmakers, 

“has come into common usage.” McClanahan believed that fads like environmentalism 

were capricious, and Congress should be careful that it did not pass a new law “just to do 

‘something.’”16 Moreover, he pointed out, the U.S. was currently in the grips of an 

energy crisis that posed a mortal threat to the nation. Citing reports by the Federal Power 

Commission and President’s Office of Science and Technology that predicted blackouts 

as early as 1970, McClanahan told lawmakers that any law that hampered coal production 

was folly. “There is no shortage of power plants,” he reminded them, but “there is a 

shortage of coal . . . There is no question that significantly more coal than is utilized 

today for the generation of electric power must and will be utilized for that purpose in the 

coming years.”17 

In the end, public pressure to address pollution won out over the industry’s 

prediction of dire consequences. When Congress passed revisions to the Clean Air Act in 

June of 1970, it gave federal authorities the power to set national pollution standards. The 

amendment required each state to create its own compliance commission to develop plans 

for meeting the standards once they were released. But legislators left the task of setting 

the standards and deadlines to administrators. On December 2, 1970, President Nixon 
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issued an executive order that reorganized several environmental agencies into the EPA. 

William Ruckelhouse, the agency’s first director, announced the new ambient air 

pollution standards almost exactly a year later. Under the new guidelines, power plants 

were required to cut the percentages of particulate matter, sulfur dioxide, nitrogen oxide, 

and sulphuric acid mist in their emissions before 1975.18  

Electricity providers and their allies in the coal industry argued that the new 

standards were unrealistic. Of the four pollutants targeted by the EPA, industry leaders 

were most concerned about particulate matter—also known as fly ash—and sulfur 

dioxide. The available technology was better equipped to address fly ash, which the 

industry had focused on reducing for years. Most power plants were equipped with 

devices called electrostatic precipitators, which filtered emissions using an electrostatic 

charge that attracted and trapped fly ash. Still, electricity providers complained that the 

new standards were too strict. The EPA required coal-fired plants to emit no more than 

one-tenth a pound of particulate matter per million BTU, which meant a 75 percent 

reduction of the current average emissions.19 Producers who had already made 

considerable investments toward pollution reduction chafed at what they believed were 

unrealistic goals. The TVA complained it invested 120 million dollars installing 

electrostatic precipitators between 1969 and 1973, which manufacturers claimed could 

capture between 95 and 98 percent of fly ash emissions. When the EPA released the new 
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standards, the TVA reported that some of its plants could meet the new requirements 

before the 1975 deadline, but others would not be able to meet them at all. The TVA had 

a legitimate complaint when it argued that the standards required “extensive 

modifications” that would come at “substantial expense.”20 To install electrostatic 

precipitators in existing plants, workers first had to shut down the generators. This was 

not an attractive alternative in an era when business leaders were predicting widespread 

blackouts and electricity rationing.  

Industry officials thought that the EPA’s fly ash standards were too strict, but they 

found its sulfur dioxide standards preposterous. Their claims were not without merit. 

Although sulfur is a ubiquitous element, the tenth most common in the universe, 

scientists are not sure why it exists in coal. Their assumption is that because salt water 

contains sulfates that produce sulfur compounds when they interact with bacteria and 

other elements, and coal formed as primordial oceans swelled over and receded from the 

land, that coal’s sulfur content is somehow related to its formation. But the exact process 

by which coal takes on sulfur is still a mystery. As a result, it is also difficult to determine 

how to remove it. In fact, there are two types of sulfur in coal: pyritic and organic. Pyritic 

sulfur, which primarily appears as pyrite (commonly known as fool’s gold), is the easier 

of the two to remove. Coal operators and electricity producers can typically wash pyritic 

sulfur out of a load of coal during the preparation phase. They can then use the sulfur-rich 

waste to produce sulfuric acid, which is useful for fertilizer. Organic sulfur is much more 
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difficult to remove. Unlike the pyritic type, organic sulfur is embedded in the molecular 

structure of the coal itself.21 Because of these complexities, officials at the TVA and other 

electricity producers argued that there were no commercially viable methods of reducing 

sulfur oxide emissions to the EPA’s standards. In fact, American Electrical Power, the 

nation’s largest private electricity producer, claimed to have opened bidding on sulfur 

reduction systems to more than one hundred equipment manufacturers. The company 

received zero bids, which its executives regarded as proof that no supplier was willing to 

guarantee that their technology could meet the new emission standards.22  

Representatives from the coal industry joined utilities in arguing that the dearth of 

viable technology made the sulfur standards unreasonable. To meet the new air pollution 

goals, they argued, Congress would need to increase federal investment in the research 

and development of pollution control technology. In the words of the NCPC’s W.W. 

McClanahan, “unless the technology is available adequately to control or reduce sulfur 

oxide emissions for coal-fired power plants, it will make no difference whether the 

emission standards are national or local.”23 The National Coal Association agreed, and 

urged Congress to increase federal funding for the research and development of sulfur 

                                                      

 
21 William H. Calkins, “The Chemistry of Sulfur in Coal: A Historical Perspective,” 

Available online at the Argonne National Library website, 

https://web.anl.gov/PCS/acsfuel/preprint%20archive/Files/Volumes/Vol38-2.pdf. Retrieved 

February 15, 2016.  

 
22 1973 Annual Report. American Electric Power Company, 19. 

 
23 Air Pollution: 1970. Hearings, Ninety-First Congress, Second Session on S. 3229, 

S.3466, S.3546. Senate Subcommittee on Air and Water Pollution. 2: 489 

https://web.anl.gov/PCS/acsfuel/


 

 192 

removing technology that would make the standards achievable. Joseph Mullan, the 

association’s air pollution expert, testified that industry efforts had already produced 

systems that could remove up to ninety percent of sulfur dioxide emissions. But they 

would need government help to complete the task. Referencing the most recent example 

of the federal government’s ability to support technological advancement, Mullan 

concluded his testimony by telling lawmakers that the question he was asked most was 

“if we can put a man on the moon, why can’t we have clean air?” To him, the answer was 

quite simple. “Gentlemen, if we had the NASA budget, we could!”24  

 The coal and utility industries may not have had NASA’s budget, but their mutually 

beneficial relationship had left neither destitute. Electrical consumption exploded during 

the 1960s, and scares over shortages drove prices skyward in the early seventies. It is 

reasonable to assume that utility companies reaped the benefits. In 1970, AEP was the 

nation’s largest private electricity provider. The company increased its lead on 

competitors in 1971, when it brought three new coal-fired power generators online, 

adding 2.4 million kilowatts of generating capacity in the largest one-year increase ever 

for a privately owned utility.25 At the same time, the company experienced an equally 

impressive influx of capital. In 1971, AEP set company records by raising 439 million 

dollars, mostly in loans from eager banks.  
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 If there was one piece of bad economic news for electricity providers like AEP, it 

was skyrocketing coal prices. In 1973, the TVA reportedly paid an average of $1.18 per 

ton of coal. The next year, the price of coal increased more than eight hundred percent to 

$8.61 per ton. The following year was even more impressive. In June 1975, coal 

companies charged the TVA more than 18 dollars per ton.26 With both utility and coal 

companies flush with capital, neither had reason to rethink the ties between their 

industries. For example, of the 7 million kilowatts AEP planned to add between 1972 and 

1975, sixty-eight percent was from coal-fired power plants. According to the company, it 

would continue burning coal, “not merely as a matter of choice but because it is the only 

real source available.”27  

Electricity providers were in a difficult position because they depended on coal, 

or, in the AEP’s case, owned their own coal companies. They did not believe that they 

could meet the EPA’s sulfur standards with existing technology, but saw no way of 

divorcing themselves from coal. So they sued. In January of 1972, utilities, led by AEP, 

filed suit in the District of Columbia Court of Appeals. Calling the EPA’s guidelines 

“arbitrary and unsupported by the record and existing technology,” the suit asked federal 

judges to force the agency to discard them. The case kept air pollution standards in limbo 

for a full year; it did not bode well for the EPA’s relationship with industry.28  When the 
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court finally ruled on the case in early 1973, it found that the standards did not represent 

“a clear error of judgement.” But, in what reads like a barely veiled chastisement, judges 

also ordered the EPA to conduct its own environmental impact statement on the adverse 

effects of the standards.  

Meanwhile, electricity providers saw only one way to secure future production. 

They could not reduce the sulfur content of their coal supply using technology, then they 

needed to purchase coal that contained less sulfur to begin with. Coal industry leaders 

understood. In 1973, National Coal Association President Carl Bagge delivered a speech 

aptly titled “The Expanding World of Coal,” to an audience at Southern Illinois 

University. The EPA’s sulfur standards, Bagge told his audience, “plainly arrived before 

the technology needed to comply with them.” Thus, “it should surprise no one that many 

big fuel users would rather switch to lower sulfur fuels than fight the good fight of 

perfecting costly processes to desulfurize coal stack gasses.”29 As Bagge spoke, the world 

of coal was literally expanding. In 1973, the phrase “low sulfur fuels” was code for two 

types of minerals: natural gas and western coal. Electricity producers and coal operators 

both tended to believe the conventional wisdom that Appalachian coal had a higher sulfur 

content than coal found in the West. For example, when the TVA looked for a way to 

meet new sulfur standards, it concluded that burning low sulfur coal was its best option. 

But, as the agency told shareholders in its 1973 annual report, “significant quantities of 
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this coal are not available in the Appalachian and midwestern fields from which TVA 

plants are supplied.”30 Coal’s second biggest customer agreed. In 1973, AEP purchased 

40,000 acres of land atop an estimated 900 million tons of recoverable coal in 

Wyoming’s Powder River Basin.31 

Not everyone agreed that western coal was cleaner.  Appalachian political leaders 

argued that there was as much, if not more, low sulfur coal in the eastern fields as in the 

west. In December of 1973, Lewis McManus, the Speaker of the West Virginia House of 

Delegates, wrote Congress to remind lawmakers that of the 100 billion tons of coal in his 

state, more than 65 billion tons had a sulfur content that met the EPA’s new standards. 

There was no practical need to mine anywhere else. According to McManus, West 

Virginia coal not only met environmental standards, but also could serve the countries 

economic needs. At current levels of consumption, those 65 billion tons of low sulfur 

coal could sustain economic development in the U.S. for more than a century.32  

As a West Virginia lawmaker, McManus had self-interested reasons to argue that 

the coal industry should stay. But he was not alone, and others who believed that the 

region held plentiful supplies of low sulfur coal had fewer reasons to stand up for the 

industry. In 1974, Willis Farley, the president of Citizens for Environmental Protection 
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(CPE), urged West Virginia legislators to restrict imports of Western coal. A recent study 

by CPE found that at least twenty active mining operations in West Virginia could meet 

the new sulfur standards. Calling utilities’ use of western coal to generate electricity in 

West Virginia a “slap in the face,” Willis told lawmakers that operators and utilities were 

not expanding western production out of environmental concern. Their goal was more 

nefarious. In Willis’s words, the aim was to “strip the West and strap down the East.”33 

Even some utilities released reports suggesting that Appalachian coal was not too sulfur 

laden for new standards. According to AEP, the bulk of the coal it controlled in West 

Virginia had a sulfur content ranging from .67 to 1.74 percent, most of which was within 

the 1.5 percent standard set by the EPA.34 

The narrative that Appalachian coal was dirtier than Western coal has persisted 

over the past forty years, but its critics’ rebuttals have been mostly forgotten. It is 

difficult to measure the merits of either argument. In many instances, policymakers and 

coal operators treated the lower sulfur content of western coal as axiomatic, and thus 

neglected to cite studies or provide hard figures to support it. But when there were studies 

to cite, the data was often either contradictory or easily manipulated to support either side 

of the argument. After Nixon launched Project Independence, he ordered the Federal 

Energy Administration (FEA) to survey the nation’s coal reserves. The subsequent report 

found that approximately 60 percent of U.S. coal reserves contained one percent or less 
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sulfur by weight, well within the EPA’s guidelines. The FEA found that most of that low 

sulfur coal lay untapped in western fields.35 But, in the same report, the agency noted that 

of the 105 million tons of coal in Appalachia, as much as 70 percent would meet the new 

standards. There was more recoverable coal in the Great Northern Plains, as much as 

175.4 million tons, but half of it met the new sulfur standards. So, Appalachia contained 

73.5 million tons of low sulfur coal, while western fields 87.7 million tons. The disparity 

was significant in raw tonnage—no coal miner would scoff at 14.2 million tons—but not 

overwhelming. Still, the FEA’s methods left some questions unanswered. The agency 

made it clear that it omitted anthracite when calculating raw tonnage, but did not mention 

whether it included anthracite when weighing sulfur content. Including sulfur-rich 

anthracite in the latter calculation could skew the numbers. There were other questions 

about the accuracy of government reports on sulfur content. One study noted that western 

coal contained up to ten times more moisture than eastern coal. As that water evaporated 

during processing, the per-ton sulfur content increased. It was thus possible that some 

western coal actually had a higher sulfur content that average Appalachian coal, while 

also being less efficient.36  

The confusion around sulfur content points to what may seem like an obvious 

conclusion: coal companies had more than one reason for investing in western coal. 

Observers or operators themselves could point to countless legitimate reasons. For 
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example, it would not be outlandish to argue that executives were attracted to western 

coal because it represented untapped potential, which was something they could not 

ignore because of their entrepreneurial spirit. But coal companies, electricity providers, 

and their allies in public debate did not make that argument. They told lawmakers and the 

public that they shifted capital away from Appalachia because the EPA had set 

unreasonable standards that required a type of coal that was not available in the region. 

Whether that was true is still an open debate. But the coal industry was also responding to 

recent developments in how miners, communities, and policymakers thought about 

personal, environmental, and societal risks.  

In fact, operators’ relationship with risk also made western coal appealing. Coal 

operators judged the investment risk of a coal seam by its thickness. Large companies 

were more risk averse, and thus tended to see thin seams as unworthy of investment. That 

led to the prevalence of small operators willing to take a risk on the thin seams in eastern 

Kentucky and West Virginia. As early as the 1950s, experts were aware that as much as 

31 billion tons of the coal in Wyoming’s Powder River Basin was found in veins over ten 

feet thick.37 Accordingly, the companies that invested in those seams were larger 

producers like Consol, Pittston, and Westmoreland. Many, such as ARCO, were massive 

energy conglomerates with oil and natural gas holdings alongside their coal operations.  
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Western coal was also more amenable to surface mining. The seams in fields like 

Wyoming’s Powder River Basin were not only thick, they were relatively near the 

surface and thus easily stripped.38 By the early 1970s, the coal industry had decades of 

collective experience organizing and executing surface operations of all sizes. That 

experience had accompanied improvements in dragline design and innovations in cost-

efficient multi-use earth movers. Moreover, the topography of the western coalfields was 

much more akin to the midwestern fields in Kansas, Illinois, and western Kentucky, 

where surface methods first flourished in the early twentieth century. Though Wyoming 

and Montana contained mountainous areas, the coal beds often lay on rolling—and just as 

importantly, sparsely populated—land, where the controversies plaguing the Appalachian 

industry would not be as prevalent. Thus, when large producers looked westward, they 

saw the opportunity to mine mountains of coal with the most cost efficient methods 

available and without the problems that the anti-stripping movement was causing in 

Appalachia.  

By moving westward, operators could also avoid the labor troubles that plagued 

their Appalachian operations. Almost immediately after the 1969 Coal Act, industry 

leaders began complaining about low productivity. In part, the drop in per-miner output 

can be attributed to the impact of safe mining practices on productivity, which had been a 

problem for miners and operators since the late nineteenth century. But the continual and 

widespread work stoppages could not have helped. The period between 1969 and Arnold 
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Miller’s election in 1972 was rife with wildcat strikes, and Miller’s commitment to 

miners’ right to strike helped maintain that volatility. Not only did western coal offer the 

opportunity to move away from the union, but it also gave operators a chance to transfer 

capital from human to mechanical labor. Carl Bagge made that point when he appeared 

before the House Subcommittee on the Environment in February of 1974. He told 

lawmakers that the technology of deep mining had not advanced significantly since the 

introduction of the continuous miner in the 1950s. Moreover, many companies’ owned 

equipment that was decades old. By 1974, those machines were breaking down. 

Operators had to pay mechanics to fix them, which slowed production, or have them 

replaced. But moving equipment in and out of mines was so cumbersome that most 

operators abandoned equipment once they had exhausted a mine, so they avoided 

exchanging old machinery for new. If they were going to buy new machinery regardless, 

most operators would choose to install it in a new mine—and it was all the better if that 

mine avoided the safety regulations and work stoppages that accompanied an 

underground and unionized mine.39  

The new UMWA leadership did little to ease operators’ concerns about labor 

instability, even as the Miners for Democracy candidates who won office alongside 

Arnold Miller in 1972 were not necessarily delivering on their revolutionary promises 

either. The 1974 strike ended with a favorable contract for miners but fell short of the 

union’s primary goal of winning the right to strike over local safety issues. Operators 
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remained strident in their opposition to legitimizing wildcat strikes, and the massive wave 

of walkouts after 1974 only strengthened their resolve. The Miners for Democracy 

victory also had unforeseen consequences that ultimately weakened both the union and 

the grassroots movement that pushed Miller into power. Historians have tended to blame 

Miller’s inexperience and indecisiveness for the union’s failures in the late seventies.40 

But in fairness, the Miners for Democracy victor in 1972 created expectations that would 

have been difficult for anyone to meet. Democratic revolutions are notoriously prone to 

veer astray when the revolutionaries take on the mantle of authority. That was especially 

true in the UMWA, where the spirit of John L. Lewis still haunted the office of union 

president. By the 1970s, many rank-and-file miners had forgotten Lewis’s autocratic 

tendencies and his collusion with operators—if they had ever been aware of them at all—

and only remembered his singular force of will. It is easy to understand how Miller, a 

lawyerly disabled miner who came to influence through skillful community organizing, 

might pale in the shadow of Lewis’s olympian legacy.41 

Even more importantly, Miners for Democracy’s electoral victory undermined the 

grassroots movement that enabled it. Miller had been an important leader in the black 

lung movement and a prominent figure in the anti-surface mining movement, but the 

responsibilities that came with leading a massive organization distracted him from those 
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efforts. The same was true for many other newly elected union officials, who, like Miller, 

had won office based on their involvement in grassroots organizing. Through their 

victory, they and the movement allies they hired to help run their offices left vacancies 

that were not easy to fill.  Once vibrant groups like the Kanawha and Fayette county 

chapters of Disabled Miners and Widows began to flounder.42 Miller and his 

administration did not help matters when they chose to dismantle the Miners for 

Democracy organization. The decision freed union leaders from the task of maintaining 

what one member described as nothing more than “a skeletal network of rank-and-file 

leaders,” but it was an unpopular move. Some supporters saw it as evidence that Miller 

and his cohort had abandoned the movement that propelled them to power.43 

Miller and other former Miners for Democracy leaders faced other difficulties in 

their transition to power. Their victory had not cleared incumbents from all leadership 

positions. Key district offices and seats on the International Executive Board remained in 

the hands of former Boyle supporters, who were not eager to cooperate with the radical 

upstarts who won office by lambasting them as corrupt swindlers. Again, though, Miller 

and his comrades made missteps. Rank-and-file miners who did not approve of union 

leadership interfering in district elections helped put the “democracy” in Miners for 

Democracy, and once Miller was in power, he refused to campaign on behalf of other 

reform candidates. As a result, more former Boyle supporters won important local 
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offices, as well as more seats on the Executive Board, further dividing the union’s 

leadership.44  

Ultimately, the Miners for Democracy candidates who became union leaders were 

more suited to revolt than administration, and the task they put before themselves was not 

easy. Their promises to strip the UMWA of longstanding autocratic policies and corrupt 

relationships with industry required a complete structural rebuild of the union. At the first 

national convention after his election, Miller told attendees that he was shocked by the 

extent to which the administration of the union had “just plain stopped functioning” 

under Boyle. Though the machine seemed to be running from the outside, “when we blew 

the dust off and turned the switch, the whole apparatus fell at our feet.”45 But the new 

leaders had done more than just flipping on the switch at the union’s national offices. 

Believing that corruption had rotted every branch of the organization, they fired every 

manager and staffer that had worked under Boyle.46 As a result, the complete institutional 

rehabilitation that the UMWA required would have been a hard job for the most 

experienced administrator. But as the BCOA’s reaction to the union’s 1974 contract 

proposals made clear, experience was not a defining characteristic of the Miller 

administration. To the contrary, one staffer later told historian Barbara Ellen Smith that 

many new officials “for the first time had to work in a real organization--with a social 
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structure, a political structure, with a history. It was the first real job many of the people 

had.” Finally, the iconoclastic nature that had served new leaders so well as grassroots 

firebrands damaged their ability to unify on controversial topics. The same staffer told 

Smith that when union officials met with Congress, lawmakers would hear different 

arguments on issues like strip mining “because one persons’ position differed from 

another’s, which differed from a third person’s, and they were all up there talking their 

thing. In the words of another staffer, “people really gave a shit.” But “there was a lot of 

naivety, a total disregard for anything that had been there before, a total disregard for 

history.”47 

The well-meaning ineptitude of the new union leaders was a problem for coal 

operators. Coal companies formed the BCOA in 1950 to initiate a more conciliatory 

relationship with the UMWA because they wanted to ensure that productivity stayed 

steady. That arrangement began falling apart during the last years of the Boyle 

administration, when concerns about safety, health benefits, and general corruption led to 

rank-and-file revolt. After 1974, the relationship between the union and operators was in 

shambles. The legacy of John L. Lewis looms large here as well. Coal executives 

famously believed that Lewis spoke with the voice of the miners--an agreement with him 

amounted to an agreement with the entire workforce. That was not the case with Miller. 

New amendments to the union’s constitution required that a majority of members 

approve a contract before it was ratified, and the rank-and-file seemed to completely 
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ignore Miller’s orders to avoid wildcat strikes after negotiations in 1974. Miners had 

democratized the UMWA, but to operators, a democratic union was too risky to be a 

productive ally.  

As disorder in the UMWA predisposed operators to regions where the union had 

little or no history, changes in disability law increased their incentive to hire non-union 

workers. In 1972, Congress amended the 1969 Coal Act to revise its black lung benefits 

program. Black lung activists had celebrated the Coal Act as a major victory, but became 

frustrated with the high number of rejected applications for benefits and long delays in 

payments. Accordingly, they, along with allies in Congress like Ken Hechler, pushed for 

more lenient standards and a revised payment structure. The 1972 amendments addressed 

those concerns by requiring a retroactive review of all rejected claims under new and less 

invasive standards. The revisions also scheduled a shift in the source of funding for 

benefits. Since 1969, the federal government had paid benefits. But under the new 

amendments, that responsibility would shift to operators on January 1, 1974.48 The 

changes were a short-term success for victims of black lung, resulting in more than 350 

thousand claim approvals by the end of 1974.  

But the 1972 black lung amendments changed the equations operators used to 

calculate financial risk. First, the amendments increased the cost disparity between 

surface and underground mines. Operators braced for the oncoming flood of benefits that 

they, for the first time, would be responsible for by taking out insurance policies. Because 
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underground miners were at a much greater risk of developing black lung, policies 

covering underground mines cost more than those for surface mines. One study 

conducted by International Monetary Fund board member Morris Goldstein and 

Department of Labor researcher Robert Smith found that black lung insurance for 

underground mines was significantly higher. While premiums for deep mines averaged 

11 percent of the company’s total wage bill, those for surface mines averaged only 7 

percent.49 The economic imperative is clear. If an operator had a choice between 

investing in underground or surface mines, the option with nearly half the insurance costs 

was alluring.  

The black lung amendments also made hiring experienced miners riskier for 

operators. Beginning on January 1, 1974, the cost of each black lung claim would fall to 

the “responsible owner.” Generally, that meant whichever company the claimant had 

worked for most recently.50 Recognizing that they might end up footing the bill for a 

disability created by another company, operators increased their surveillance of the health 

condition of applicants for new jobs. At a time when coal employment was just beginning 

to rebound from the doldrums of the 1950s and 60s, operators began requiring extensive 

and invasive physical fitness examinations of each applicant. But because they 

recognized that medical examinations might not always reveal the full extent of an 

applicant’s respiratory health, operators felt a fiscal imperative to hire new workers with 

                                                      

49 Ibid. 

 
50 Ibid.  



 

 207 

little to no experience in coal mining. That goal could be achieved many ways. On one 

hand, the simple math of an industry entering a period of seemingly limitless expansion 

led to the hiring of hundreds of thousands of new and inexperienced workers. Likewise, 

organized efforts to open opportunities for women to work in traditionally male-only jobs 

targeted the coal industry, and led to the first wave of women miners since the 

replacement workers during World War II. But the largest and most impactful source of 

new workers came from a massive and concerted shift to coal production in new parts of 

the country far from its traditional center in Appalachia.  

Altogether, the pressures that pushed coal westward in the early seventies were so 

many and of such force that sulfur content may have been of minute importance. As 

Norman Williams, a Congressional staff researcher, informed the House Committee on 

Interior and Insular Affairs in 1974, “it would appear that some major utility and coal 

companies are taking advantage of the Clean Air Act Amendments of 1970 to bring about 

the displacement of traditional Appalachian coal markets by low-grade western sub-

bituminous coal.”51 But blaming the displacement of Appalachian coal production on its 

high sulfur content has accomplished important work for the coal industry since the 

1970s. Most fundamentally, it makes the transition seem natural and inevitable. Coal 

companies did not make Appalachian coal too dirty for consumption. It was the product 

of hundreds of millions of years of geological activity. At the same time, the EPA 

becomes the driving force behind all the job losses and broken communities. 
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Environmentalists with unreasonable expectations of industry are responsible for the 

displacement, rather than business people who prioritized profit potential over all other 

considerations.  

The ways that coal companies positioned themselves on environmental issues, 

and their shift to westward, became even more important as the 1970s came to a close. In 

late 1977, UMWA members went on strike as the contract between the union and BCOA 

expired. Miners walked off the job on December 6, and did not return for 110 days—the 

longest coal strike in U.S. history. Eleven days later, newspapers reported the first 

shipment of coal from ARCO’s Black Thunder Mine. The 110-car train carrying 11 

thousand tons of coal from Gillette, Wyoming to Amarillo, Texas would soon help create 

more than one type of power.52 As other parts of the nation braced for the potential 

blackouts and violence of a long coal strike, coal operators and utility companies in the 

West embarked on a new era. As one story about the Black Thunder shipment reported, 

experts expected that the new operation, already the nation’s largest, “will not be affected 

by the current coal miners strike elsewhere in the country.”53 
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Chapter Six 

When the Mountain Comes Down: the Origins of Mountaintop 

Removal and the End of the UMWA’s Era of Reform 

On July 13, 1977, the lights in New York City went out again. Lightning from an 

evening storm struck a power substation on the Hudson River and created a power surge 

that set off emergency breakers. The city went dark. As the power company worked to 

restore electricity to the city over the next twelve hours, the scene that unfolded was 

starkly different from the one during the blackout twelve years before.1 When the New 

York Times reported on the outage the next day, it featured no stories about bemused 

Manhattanites wandering an anachronistic cityscape like it had in 1965. Instead, the paper 

cited police and witnesses who remembered the “general lawfulness and goodwill” of the 

prior blackout with wistfulness.2 This time, “looters, robbers, and arsonists” had overrun 

the city. Police arrested so many people that they “swamped the city’s criminal courts 

and prison system.”3 Before the night was over, the situation had become so dire that city 

officials reopened the infamous Manhattan jail “The Tombs,” which they had closed only 
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four years earlier for inhumane conditions.4 The experience of the 1977 blackout could 

not have been more different from the one in 1965. But for many observers, the lessons 

were the same. The 1965 outage had reminded business leaders and policymakers how 

fragile electrical power systems were. The disorder in 1977 underscored how important 

those systems were to maintaining a lawful social order.  

Six months later, on January 5, 1978, a railroad worker in Letcher County, 

Kentucky, noticed something odd during a daily track inspection: the rail running along 

the east side was significantly higher than the western one. Someone had used a car jack 

to raise it an inch and a half, and had piled rocks underneath so that the track ran 

unevenly for forty-five feet. Law enforcement officials, including FBI investigators, later 

concluded that the inspector had averted an attempt to derail trains on their way to a 

nearby Scotia Coal Company mine.5 The suspected saboteurs—who, it should be noted, 

never materialized—were brazen, but they were not the only guerillas operating in the 

coalfields that winter. Violence had become all too common since the UMWA went on 

strike in early December, and it continued well into the New Year. On February 3, 

striking miners took seven non-union workers hostage at a surface mine near Oakman, 

Alabama. Later that day, State Troopers stormed the area amid a cloud of tear gas. 

Miners threw sticks of dynamite, and the two sides exchanged gunfire before the battle 
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subsided and the hostages were freed. According to reports, “no troopers were injured.” 

A week later, twelve cars pulled into the DLM Coal Company’s surface mine near 

Alexander, West Virginia. A group of men piled out and proceeded to slash the tires on 

sixteen hauling trucks. They used crowbars to smash the windows, headlights, and bodies 

of every vehicle in sight, and punched holes in the radiators of two of DLM’s massive 

earth-moving machines. According to the company, a non-union firm that claimed to 

have halted its operations to honor the strike, the attack caused over half a million dollars 

in damages.6 

Casual observers might not have connected events in New York City in 1977 with 

those in rural Letcher County or the small towns of Oakman and Alexander a year later. 

Officials in the Carter administration did. As the longest national coal strike in U.S. 

history entered its fourth month, the president and his staff began to worry about the 

power outages, violence, and widespread disorder that could result from the intransience 

of BCOA and UMWA negotiators. On March 7, they held a meeting to discuss options 

for forcing an end to the strike. As cabinet members weighed whether the president 

should nationalize the mines or invoke emergency provisions of the 1947 Taft-Hartley 

Act, they kept the threat of escalating violence in Appalachia and the fear of widespread 

blackouts due to coal shortages in the forefront of their minds. At the meetings, the 

Justice Department presented FBI reports on the warfare in Appalachia, while the 
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Department of Defense circulated a case study of the New York blackout that contained 

suggestions for how government officials might prepare for “the possibility of a blackout 

arising from the coal shortage.”7  

This was the context in which miners, operators, and lawmakers capped one of 

the most transformative decades in the history of the U.S. coal industry. In 1977, as 

blackouts and violence highlighted the disruptive potential of the energy crisis and 

militant rank-and-file unionism, Congress passed two laws that continued to govern the 

risks of coal mining for the remainder of the century. The Mine Safety and Health Act 

(MSHA) extended the health and safety regulations created by the Coal Act of 1969 to all 

forms of mining and moved the authority to set and enforce standards from the Interior 

Department to the Labor Department. With MSHA, lawmakers presented their final 

revision of twentieth century mine safety legislation. But the impact of the year’s other 

major legislative accomplishment was even more significant. Late in the summer of 

1977, Jimmy Carter signed the Surface Mine Control and Reclamation Act (SMCRA), 

which granted regulatory authority over strip mining to federal officials for the first time. 

As MSHA established a framework in which underground mining deaths continued to 

decline, SMCRA set the rules for how operators redistributed the risks of coal mining. 

Meanwhile, the effort by coalminers and their families to hone the UMWA into a more 
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effective tool for managing those risks came to a head as the union fought, and ultimately 

lost, its longest nationwide strike.  

This chapter focuses on how changes in the coal industry after 1969 shaped both 

SMCRA and the bituminous coal strike of 1977-78. Lawmakers in both the House and 

Senate devoted the better part of the 1970s to drafting surface mining proposals. After the 

West Virginia legislature defeated the bill to abolish strip mining championed by Jay 

Rockefeller, anti-stripping activists turned their efforts toward securing a federal law. 

They pushed Congress to take action on strip mining at the same time as lawmakers were 

under broader pressure to pass new environmental legislation. But at the same time, the 

energy crisis created a counterbalance to environmental concerns. When lawmakers 

considered new environmental policies, they questioned how their decisions would 

impact energy production. The focus on energy policy influenced major changes in the 

coal industry. As coal companies shifted production toward surface mining, both in 

Appalachia and in the West, productivity continued to be their top priority. Alongside the 

westward shift in production and a new corporate emphasis on public relations, the 

resulting struggle between operators and the UMWA over wildcat strikes shaped 

SMCRA profoundly. When President Jimmy Carter put his signature to that law in 

August of 1977, the impact that the general political climate of the mid-seventies, the 

energy crisis, and changes in the geography and labor relations of the coal industry had 

made on the surface mining debate was as clear as the ink on the page.  

 

**** 
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The tone of American politics underwent significant changes between the time 

policymakers began considering a federal surface mining law and when Carter finally 

signed SMCRA in 1977. Some of the earliest surface mining proposals were similar to 

initial efforts on mine safety and air pollution. In 1971, the Nixon administration and 

Senators Henry Jackson of Washington, Gordon Allott of Colorado, and Robert Byrd of 

West Virginia backed bills to encourage collaboration between state legislatures and 

federal policymakers. Under these proposals, states would be required to submit control 

and reclamation plans to the Secretary of Interior for approval. Surface mining activists--

and environmentalists in general--were reticent to support that approach for several 

reasons. First, the recent histories of both mine safety and air pollution legislation proved 

that state governments were too often either unable or unwilling to interfere with the 

plans of powerful economic interests. But at a broader level, the lessons of those policy 

battles also meshed with those learned in other recent struggles for justice and equality. 

The environmental laws of the early seventies followed in the wake of legislative 

victories won by civil rights activists the decade before. In both cases, the lessons seemed 

clear: state governments were more vulnerable to economic and political elites who 

concentrated their power in ways that were not always amenable to democratic justice.   

Still, there were consequences to moving directly toward federal legislation. The 

long histories of both mine safety and air pollution regulations feature countless examples 

of state governments failing to meet their publics’ expectations. But at the same time, the 

decades of federal attention, if not actual regulatory authority, did produce positive 
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outcomes. In both cases, it allowed for regulatory trial and error. At times, particularly in 

the case of mine safety, those errors created horrific tragedies. But they also taught 

policymakers important lessons about which strategies and tactics had a better chance of 

success. The gradual approach to federal mine safety and air pollution legislation also 

affected the scientific and technological knowledge bases that undergirded the eventual 

regulations. Because the federal government focused its efforts on funding research, it 

helped create broad networks of experts who in turn created the evidence that helped 

boost the political will that pushed Congress to act. That was not the case for surface 

mining. States had regulated stripping for decades, but the federal government first 

studied the issue in the middle of the 1960s, when the Interior Department produced its 

report on “Surface Mining and the Environment.” Only a few years later, lawmakers and 

activists both felt a justified urgency to supersede state regulations with a federal law. 

When that law was finally passed in 1977, Congress had weakened or abandoned many 

of its initial supporters’ proposals.  

Other aspects of 1970s political culture constrained the options for federal strip 

mining legislation. Between 1973 and 1974, lawmakers including Alaska Senator Mike 

Gravel and Ohio Representative Wayne Hays proposed strip-mining bills that would give 

the Secretary of the Interior power to set and enforce federal standards.8 But a general 

anxiety about conflicts of interest and corruption in the executive branch made those 

plans unpalatable as well. Americans became increasingly suspicious of executive power 
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during the late 1960s, as leaders like Lyndon Johnson and Robert McNamara struggled to 

gloss over the debacle mounting in Vietnam.9 After 1973, the Watergate Scandal widened 

what that “credibility gap” to chasmal proportions. During the mid-seventies both the 

public and lawmakers began to monitor administrators’ potential conflicts of interest with 

renewed vigilance.  

That distrust extended to the Department of Interior. Like many other cabinet 

members, including the Secretaries of Treasury, Commerce, and Agriculture, the 

Secretary of the Interior’s mandate was traditionally to encourage development. Over 

time, those offices developed expertise that made them logical homes for regulatory 

agencies. But throughout the twentieth century, Congress and the cabinet branches 

struggled to reconcile those regulatory responsibilities with concurrent efforts to promote 

industrial growth. Sometimes, those dual goals led to what critics call “regulatory 

capture,” a situation where industries gained inappropriate influence over regulators. As 

Congress considered surface mining legislation in the mid-seventies, prominent 

lawmakers like Ken Hechler argued that the Interior Department was incapable of 

monitoring the coal industry fairly. Throughout the decade, Hechler led the charge to 

remove the authority over mine safety from Interior’s Mine Enforcement and Safety 

Administration and give it to another, less conflicted department. Those efforts led to a 

complete restructuring of mine safety regulation in in 1977, when Congress passed 
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legislation that created the Mine Safety and Health Administration within the Department 

of Labor.10  

The energy crisis played an even more influential role. Congress passed strip-

mine bills in both 1974 and 1975, both of which Gerald Ford vetoed out of concern that 

they would place undue constraints on coal development. Ford’s position was 

understandable. Any policy that hindered the coal industry’s expansion in the mid-

seventies could have had wide-ranging implications. After the oil shortages of late 1973 

and early 1974, the nation’s energy future seemed to rely on coal. That emphasis 

increased outside investment in the industry that drove the expansion of production. As a 

result, coal was one of the few industries that increased the number of people it employed 

during the mid-seventies, as the country suffered its worst economic downturn in thirty 

years.11 But it was unclear how federal surface mining regulations would impact coal 

employment. If controls and reclamation standards hampered production and profits, 

investors might cool on the industry, which could in turn lead to hiring slowdowns. Or, as 

many Appalachian political leaders and deep miners argued, limiting surface production 
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could actually increase employment if coal companies redirected capital toward more 

labor-intensive deep mining operations.  

Many political leaders saw the energy crisis as a much more dangerous risk than 

an uptick in unemployment. Both Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford treated it as a 

fundamental threat to the political and economic system of the United States. When 

Nixon announced his plan to secure energy independence for the U.S. before the end of 

the decade, he framed it as a monumental struggle to avoid a dire future. Nixon did not 

compare Project Independence to the Manhattan Project and Apollo Moon Mission—two 

achievements with reasonable claims as the most impactful feat of the twentieth 

century—by accident. Ford seems to have agreed that the energy crisis posed existential 

risks to the nation. In late 1975, he proposed the creation of the Energy Independence 

Authority, a public-private venture aimed at achieving the same goal of self-reliance that 

Nixon sought with Project Independence. Ford believed that the energy crisis presented a 

dire enough risk that his proposal went against the better judgment of his most influential 

economic advisors, including Treasury Secretary William Simon and chief economist 

Alan Greenspan. Some believed that it also went against basic tenants of American 

capitalism. James Lynn, the acting director of the Office of Management and Budget, told 

reporters that it “smacked of socialism.”12  

Business leaders saw the energy crisis as an opportunity to transform their 

approach to public relations and lobbying made the energy crisis. In April 1975, the Vice 
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Chair of U.S. Steel’s Board of Directors, R. Health Larry, delivered a speech at Grove 

City College in Pennsylvania. “We may well be at a watershed of history,” he told his 

audience. “Our conduct in the short-term future will determine whether we can, in the 

longer term, continue to move toward social progress under the banners of limited 

government and democratic freedom.”13 To people like Larry, nothing less than the soul 

of America was at stake. If, instead of allowing market forces solve the nation’s 

environmental problems, Americans allowed “the tendency for government to press 

increasingly for equality of condition over equality of opportunity” to continue 

unchecked, legislators and the media would use energy shortages to “justify an ever-

enlarging government intervention in the market process.” Business leaders should join 

together, he argued, to “speak with an all-pervasive voice through the media and political 

channels,” and they should do so “continuously.” That, Larry concluded, “is the game 

that counts.” This message resonated with coal industry leaders. The editors of Coal Age 

provided their readers with a full transcript of the speech, to which they offered only one 

comment: “Thank you, Mr. Larry.”14  

By the late seventies, the tension between securing energy production and 

protecting the environment had developed into an intractable juxtaposition in the minds 

of many lawmakers. That year, as Congress worked on the bills that would become 

SMCRA, lawmakers also held hearings to discuss policies to encourage coal 
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development. At one hearing, Massachusetts Representative Paul Tsongas, a Peace Corps 

veteran who was the first Democrat to represent his home district in eighty years, painted 

a dark future for global fuel supplies. Within a decade, Tsongas told the gathered experts 

and lawmakers, “oil exporting nations may not be able to produce enough oil to meet 

world demand,” and there were no guarantees that they would be “willing to sell it” if 

they did. Likewise, Tsongas reminded the audience that record low temperatures in 1976 

had created widespread natural gas shortages, and reports suggested that similar shortfalls 

would be occur regularly beginning as early as 1982. Energy supplies from fossil fuels 

were not only finite, they were also fragile and of the highest importance to society. To 

lawmakers like Tsongas, the risks of not securing those supplies for the future amounted 

to a mortal threat. “It is clear,” he said, “that the failure to develop necessary energy 

resources would destroy our economy.”15 

Still, lawmakers felt compelled to address a list of environmental issues that 

seemed to grow longer with each passing year. To continue quoting Tsongas’s comments 

at the coal development hearings, many members of Congress were cognizant of the fact 

that “in our haste to develop energy supplies, we must not forget that any use of any form 

of energy has its costs as well as its benefits.”16 Alongside air and water pollution, oil 

spills, and the destruction caused by surface mining, policymakers had to consider 

fundamental questions such as “whether we can burn all our [fossil fuels] without causing 
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abiding changes to the world’s climate.”17 Sadly, that question has since been answered 

definitively, though policymakers have also left it largely unaddressed. Regardless, the 

point of highlighting business leaders and policymakers who saw the energy crisis as a 

dire threat and likewise viewed the rise of environmental legislation as transformative 

and essential to the nation’s future is to underscore the intensity of the pressure molding 

federal surface mining legislation during the 1970s.  

At the dawn of the decade, activists had legitimate hope that lawmakers might ban 

surface mining, but that began to change not long after the defeat of the West Virginia 

abolition bill. In part, that shift occurred as national environmental groups like the Sierra 

Club and National Audubon Society became the movement’s most prominent 

spokespeople. As efforts at the state level began to appear fruitless, these established 

organizations exercised their influence among federal legislators. In many cases, they 

framed their arguments to make it clear to lawmakers that they were not in favor of 

abolishing strip mining. During hearings in 1973, Sierra Club representative Peter 

Borrelli echoed comments made by coal executives and electricity producers when he 

told Congress that his organization “wholeheartedly” agreed that “if our economy and 

environment [are] to coexist,” lawmakers must find a reasonable balance between the 

two.18 Statements like Borelli’s offended some Appalachian anti-strip mining activists, 

who were strident in their desire to abolish the practice and hoped that lawmakers would 
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consider a framework that allowed for a selective ban.19 When the National Coalition 

Against Surface Mining held its annual conference in 1973, its members voted to support 

the Sierra Club’s call for federal control, but not abolition, of stripping. At least one 

Pineville, Kentucky activist left dejected and told his friends and neighbors to withdraw 

their support from those groups and focus instead on contacting their representatives in 

Congress.20   

The window during which lawmakers might have outlawed strip mining had 

closed. It was not a plausible goal before 1970, when, as historian Richard Vietor has 

written, it was an idea that was “not consistent with the mainstream devotion to economic 

growth, resource exploitation, efficiency of scale, and the sanctity of contract.”21 The 

dominance of those ideas showed some signs of decay in 1969 and 1970, as Earth Day, 

NEPA, OHSA, and the Clean Air Act provided evidence of new opportunities for 

environmental legislation. But the energy crisis was too powerful of a concern, especially 

after 1973. After Congressional hearings in strip mining legislation that year, most of the 

influential lawmakers who had previously supported a ban began to withdraw support. 

According to some accounts, Ken Hechler, who remained a strident supporter of 
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abolishing surface mines throughout the decade, received messages in 1973 from 

Senators Edward Kennedy and Gaylord Nelson that it was no longer a realistic goal.22 

Still, lawmakers faced pressure to pass some form of surface mining legislation. 

Some of that pressure came from the coal industry itself. Not all coal companies pushed 

Congress for a new law—in fact, small operators continued to oppose national standards 

throughout the decade—but the largest producers tended to favor quick action on the 

issue. Most importantly, they based their desire for federal legislation on a different set of 

risk factors. While people who lived near surface mines worried about the safety of their 

families or the destruction of ancestral homelands and lawmakers weighed the benefits of 

environmental protection against the potential costs of total economic collapse, large coal 

companies sought regulatory stability. The energy crisis had placed pressure on them to 

produce as much coal as possible, and they had already begun to reap the rewards of 

higher profits and increased outside investment. But as some form of federal regulation of 

surface mining began to seem inevitable, the executives of the nation’s largest coal 

producers became impatient to learn which rules they would be operating under in the 

future. As the editors of Coal Age wrote in late 1974, the industry could count on 

unprecedented growth as the nation’s pivotal fuel. First, though, Congress had to resolve 

“the meandering issue” of surface mining legislation.23 Policymakers could not expect 
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large coal producers to make the investments necessary to meet production goals “until 

Congressional directions have been established.”24 

The industry’s response to federal surface mining legislation during the mid-

seventies paralleled its reaction to health and safety proposals during 1969. Divisions 

between large and small producers remained, but the fissures formed for different 

reasons. In the late sixties, large and small producers had split over their different 

relationships with the UMWA and large producers’ desire to attract federal research and 

development investment to subsidize their low-capital business models. During the 

seventies, their disagreement on federal surface mining legislation was based on political 

geography. Because small operators owned fewer mines, they were less likely to have 

operations in more than one state and could fix their mining practices to the laws their 

home state. Just as importantly, state regulations made it easier for small operators to 

establish working relationships with the lawmakers and enforcement officials in just one 

state. Larger producers were more likely to belong to giant energy conglomerates, and to 

have large mining footprints. Under a system based on state authority, large producers 

had to stay abreast of the different requirements, standards, and penalties established by 

each state. Likewise, companies like Consol and ARCO had more resources than small 

producers, but would presumably rather not spend that capital on expenses accrued by 

state-to-state lobbying tours. Large producers argued that Congress needed to pass a 

federal surface mining law, not only to protect the environment, but because it was its 
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duty under the Interstate Commerce Clause. Different regulations between states, they 

argued, created unequal markets that disadvantaged operators with mines in multiple 

jurisdictions.  

The opposing positions of large and small operators were vital to the passage of 

SMCRA in 1977. The energy crisis had a profound impact on the strip mining debate. 

But its effect may have created different outcomes if coal companies had not used the 

tension between environmental concern and energy shortages to their advantage. Both 

large and small coal companies had learned the value of public relations and advertising 

during the late sixties and early seventies, but larger operators were better positioned to 

employ those lessons at the national level. They had transformed the National Coal 

Association into an effective and highly connected lobbying body, and most could draw 

on the substantial coffers of their parent companies in the oil and utility industries to fund 

large advertising campaigns. The lessons large companies learned through their 

experience with more sophisticated policy work and as subsidiaries of massive 

conglomerates helped them become savvy lobbyists who recognized the opportunities 

that the 1970s presented to them.  

J.A. Overton made that awareness clear at the 1973 meeting of the American 

Mining Congress (AMC), a trade organization representing the nation’s largest coal 

operators, other mining companies, and their allied equipment manufacturers. Overton, 

who was the current president of the AMC, told the conference that they were “in a 

whole new ball game in Washington.” For the remainder of the decade, the policymakers 

“who will make the critical decisions about mining and its future,” he said, “will be new 
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people.” He was right. Voters replaced fifteen percent of the House of Representatives in 

1973 alone. Of the Senators who held office in 1966, only half remained in their seats. 

Likewise, for the first time in history, the leaders of the House Interior Committee, James 

Haley of Florida and John Sayler of Pennsylvania, were both from eastern states. To 

“convey [the coal industry’s] new message,” Overton told AMC members, “each and 

every chief officer in this industry” must “become a special ambassador, each one to his 

own Congressional group.”25  

By the mid-seventies, coal companies had become more adept at relaying their 

“new” message to both lawmakers and the public. For some, that evolution was a product 

of the need to address new populations as coal expanded westward. Some western 

communities resisted surface mining in ways that were similar to the opposition operators 

faced in Appalachia. That was the case for companies like Peabody, Consol, and 

Westmoreland that expanded onto Native American land. During the early 1970s, the 

federal government issued permits that allowed those companies to explore 227 thousand 

acres of land on and near Native American reservations.26 Like coal towns in Appalachia, 

the nearby communities often divided over the benefits and costs of surface mining. In 

many cases, operators planned mines in chronically depressed areas, where residents 

were desperate for jobs. Some local people welcomed the opportunity to earn decent 

wages, while others were less convinced that strip mining was worth the risk. In 1972, 
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residents of one Cheyenne reservation in southeastern Montana responded to news of the 

coal industry’s impending arrival by organizing the Landowners Association of the 

Northern Cheyenne to stop it. Association members warned their neighbors that because 

the proposed operations were on reservation land, the state’s reclamation laws would not 

apply, and they did not trust operators’ promise to reclaim the land responsibly. As native 

people, they had little reason to. In one public statement, the landowners’ association 

called on other Northern Cheyenne to help protect their shared environmental heritage, 

and declared that “we cannot allow our land, culture, and people be exterminated by 

white coal companies.”27   

In spite of the potent protest language employed by the Native American 

opponents of strip mining, coal companies seem to have been most concerned about 

resistance from western ranchers who worried that surface operations would pollute and 

destroy valuable grazing land. Unlike Native Americans, whose political power was 

constrained by economic depression and racial discrimination, ranchers were an 

entrenched local power. If aggrieved, they could turn to longstanding trade associations at 

the local, county, and state levels that gave them such strong connections to local and 

state government that the local media rarely uttered anything to displease them.28 

Moreover, they were well versed in land rights and property law through their long 

history negotiating with the federal government over public lands. The coal companies 
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who hoped to tap into massive western coal reserves worried that ranchers would file suit 

to challenge the legality of their mineral claims. If such a suit reached court, it could 

delay startup and create problems with the utility companies that had already signed 

contracts with operators for deliveries. Or, even worse, the lawsuit might draw scrutiny 

that would result in yet more new state or federal mining regulations. 

Coal companies reacted to western resistance to surface mining by making more 

effective use of advertising, just as the WVSMA had in its campaign against the West 

Virginia abolition bill in 1971. Westmoreland Coal was one company that learned the 

importance of advertising early in its westward expansion. In March of 1972, 

Westmoreland acquired the rights to one billion tons of surface mineable coal in eastern 

Montana. Because most other large producers were subsidiaries of oil or other mineral 

companies while Westmoreland remained independent, the purchase made the company 

the biggest coal-only firm in the country.29 But it also created problems. Westmoreland 

and its forebears had operated in Appalachia since the late nineteenth century. The 

company’s headquarters in Philadelphia placed it in the heart of the older market for coal 

that revolved around moving coal from central Appalachia to steel producing centers like 

Pittsburgh via railroads. But its leaders were astute and realized that opening western 
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coalfields created not just the chance for profit, but also an opportunity to reinvent their 

public image.30  

That opportunity required that coal companies like Westmoreland accept the fact 

that large parts of the American public found them loathsome. Two months after 

Westmoreland announced it had acquired the Montana rights, it hired an advertising firm 

and tasked it with preparing a campaign to smooth the company’s entry into the state. A 

few weeks later, the firm, Parsons, Friedmann, & Central Inc. (PF&C), presented 

Westmoreland executives with a deeply researched and fully realized campaign. The 

executives at PF&C were straightforward in their assessment of coal’s public image. 

They told Westmoreland that when most Americans thought about the coal industry, their 

thoughts went to images of miners living in dilapidated company housing, disabled by 

black lung, or killed in mine disasters. The majority of the public identified coal 

companies as rapacious exploiters of both people and the land, and their executives as the 

worst types of heartless, mustache-twirling barons of industry. According to PF&C, the 

words and phrases people used to describe coal companies included “unreasonable, 

unwilling to negotiate, disinterested in the area and its people, [and] land grabbers.”31 

But it also provided them with valuable experience crafting messages that would 

resonated with their public. Most importantly, PF&C designed advertisements that 

blended environmental protection with economic growth. One of those, titled “Tree of 
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Promise,” promised that Westmoreland would not only provide its new home in Montana 

with “new jobs, new roads, and a better economy,” but also that it would do so while 

improving the environment. According to the advertisement, the company had “restored 

1,400 acres of land to the good earth” over the previous five years.32 Westmoreland was 

not the only coal company that took this approach. In 1972, ARCO announced that it had 

removed one thousand of its billboards in twenty-six states “in an effort to enhance 

America’s natural beauty.”33 Likewise, the company continued touting its commitment to 

projects that would “never add to its profits,” such as a $100,000 grant to help the Sierra 

Club protect caribou herds in the arctic.34 These messages did important work for coal 

companies and U.S. corporations in general. During the 1970s, businesses reoriented 

themselves to a bevy of new social expectations that arose in the wake of the civil rights, 

feminist, and environmental movements. But by depicting themselves as environmentally 

conscious and economically productive, coal companies also made themselves more 

palatable to policymakers like Paul Tsongas, who were conflicted over tension between 

clear public desire to protect the environment and the equally apparent energy crisis. 

Lawmakers did not have to choose between the environment and the economy, these 

companies asserted, because they could help improve both.  
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It is clear that coal operators learned some of these lessons from the 

environmentalists who challenged them on issues like air pollution and strip mining. In 

the April 1976 issue of Coal Age, journal editor Joseph Wilkenson published an article 

suggesting that “coal deserves a better voice” in the national conversation. Wilkinson 

believed that in the past, average people knew that coal was a powerful and productive 

force because they encountered it on a regular basis. In the days before gas heaters, he 

argued, people heated their homes with coal, and in the process learned that while it 

could be dirty and the smoke from burning might make them cough, the heat coal 

provided was worth those costs. But in 1976, he wrote, “the average voter doesn’t even 

see a piece of coal from one year to the next.” The coal industry, Wilkinson counseled, 

should “learn from the environmentalists,” and engage the entire public through the 

media. When environmentalists “stopped talking to only each other, as they had done for 

more than fifty years, and started selling their message across the face of the nation, they 

had Congress jumping through hoops.”35 

The way Wilkenson framed his article is revealing, but his argument may have 

been a bit behind the times. The industry’s voice seems to have been extremely effective, 

especially when it came to questions of energy policy. During a meeting with national 

labor leaders during the 1976 presidential campaign, Jimmy Carter’s running mate Walter 

Mondale told the audience that as “the one resource we have in abundance,” coal and 
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would be the cornerstone of a Carter administration’s energy program.36 Carter echoed 

those comments on the campaign trail, where he declared his opinion that he would 

champion federal energy policy that “recognizes this tremendous resource, has research 

and development money going into better extraction, better safety, [and] cleaner-burning 

coal supplies.”37 Those assurances were enough to win the endorsement of the UMWA, 

which lambasted Ford for “strongly backed increased use of nuclear power,” and told its 

members that Carter would “give the government back to the people.”38  

Operators were more ambivalent about Carter and Mondale. “No matter who 

wins,” the editors of Coal Age wrote, the industry could expect “continued emphasis on 

boosting U.S. coal production and expanding its uses.” Still, they worried that Carter’s 

connections to other southern governors like West Virginia’s Jay Rockefeller might lead 

him to support policies that would “dampen the hopes of producers for a boom in western 

coal production” and “seek to promote greater development of eastern low-sulfur coal 

reserves.”39 Carter was also almost certain to sign the surface mining law that Ford had 

vetoed twice, but that was not a deterrent for large operators who had clamored for the 

law for years. But Carter did his best to assure both the union and operators that coal 
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would be his top energy priority. A Carter administration, he declared, would mark the 

beginning of “a transition to a coal-based economy.”40  

After his inauguration, Carter did not waste time delivering on his promise to 

prioritize coal. In January, he appointed Cecil Andrus, a longtime acquaintance, 

conservationist, and former Governor of Idaho, as the new Secretary of the Interior. 

Andrus began work on the administration’s coal policy immediately. In early February 

1977, he appeared before the Senate Committee on Public Lands and Resources to testify 

on Senate Bill 7, which would become part of the Surface Mining Control Act (SMCRA) 

later in the year. After years of obstructionism from the Ford administration on surface 

mining regulation, many lawmakers were happy to see the new administration treating 

the issue with such urgency. During the February hearings, Frank Church, the Democrat 

Senator from Andrus’s native Idaho, lauded the new secretary’s diligence. “Mr. 

Secretary,” Church said to Andrus, “you are off to a running start. You have hardly had a 

chance to get you seat warm down at the Interior Department and you are up [on Capitol 

Hill] with major legislation very early which is a very good sign.”41 

Surface mining legislation was not the only coal issue at the top of Carter’s 

agenda. In late March 1977, Congress also began hearings on the bills that would become 

the Federal Mine Safety and Health Act (MSHA). Carter signed SMCRA into law on 

August 3, 1977, and followed it by authorizing MSHA on November 9, 1977. Both acts 
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had far reaching significance for the coal industry. MSHA helped mitigate the physical 

risks of underground mining, but SMCRA has played an even more important role. By 

setting federal standards and enforcement procedures that facilitated the further spread of 

surface mining—but even more importantly by failing to adequately address the potential 

impact of mountaintop removal—SMCRA was the final formative legislative step in the 

process of redistributing the risks of coal mining from below the ground to above. 

Moreover, Congressional hearings on the bills that became SMCRA spotlight practically 

every significant development in the history of coal mining during the 1970s. Even a 

brief look at those hearings shows how themes from previous chapters—the interplay 

between opposition to surface mining and the new environmental politics of the 1970s, 

how the lessons of previous regulatory efforts affect new policies, the impact of coal’s 

westward shift, the energy crisis, and the UMWA’s democratic revolution—all helped 

shape the industry’s past forty years.   

One lesson to take from those hearings from late January and early February of 

1977 is how modern environmentalism blanketed deep-rooted concerns about nature, 

resource use, and stewardship in language that had just recently become politically 

productive. Some witnesses, especially those from the Midwest, provided testimony that 

would have fit in among the earliest complaints about surface mining. Robert Siboldt, a 

farmer from rural Knox County Illinois, told Congress that surface mines had destroyed 

land that landowners could have used to increase agricultural production. Surface 

operators had stripped one-third of the total acreage of Knox County, a fact which left 

Siboldt worried that his community was headed for an untimely death. “What is the 
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future,” he asked, “of a township or a county supported by an agricultural economy if the 

high productivity of its prime agricultural land is altered or destroyed?” That question 

had been at the root of the opposition to surface mining from farmers in Ohio, Indiana, 

Illinois, and Kansas going back to the 1930s. By echoing it, Siboldt demonstrated the 

persistence of longstanding ideas of land stewardship and generational legacy that were 

still at the root of many working people’s view of the environment. As he pithily put it, 

the core question of surface mining regulation was “who owns the land?” Siboldt’s 

beliefs taught that “it belongs to the people, a little of it to those dead, some to those 

living, but most of it to those yet to be born.” It was the responsibility of the living to 

protect that legacy they inherited from their forebears and to pass it on in perpetuity. 

“You and I,” he told lawmakers, “have the responsibility to use the land in a manner to 

preserve it so that the renewable resources of our agricultural production will be 

guaranteed for the generation yet unborn.”42  

Siboldt’s testimony displayed the complex comingling of traditional values and 

modern politically expedient rhetoric that occurs in policy debates beyond those limited 

to the environment. But because he was speaking about environmental issues, he 

provided an example of how environmentalism cast much older ideas in a new light. 

Siboldt grounded his argument in a long philosophical tradition that valued ethical land 

use, but he located himself in a particular historical moment by using the phrase 

“renewable resources.” During the early twentieth century, farmers raised concerns about 
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strip mining that pitted its moral and practical results against those of agricultural 

production, but they did not speak about their crops as renewable. In fact, the phrase 

“renewable resources” does not seem to have been part of the English language until the 

mid-1950s, and did not enter common usage until well into the 1970s.43 In 1977, it was 

not only commonplace but also carried political weight in discussions of environmental 

policy.  

It is safe to deduce that Siboldt used the phrase strategically because other 

midwestern farmers at the SMCRA hearings echoed his language. Jon Curry, a farmer 

and President of the National Corn Growers Association, told Congress that after 

watching surface miners encroach on his land for the past twenty-four years, he felt that 

he had watched the oncoming “destruction of [his] family farm with the precise assurance 

of an advancing cancer.” Like the legislators overseeing the hearings, Curry had heard 

coal industry’s promises that surface mines could be reclaimed and used as recreation sits 

to attract tourists. So, after strippers finished with his land, he leveled and reseeded it, 

introduced wildlife, and stocked his ponds with catfish. But the visiting hunters and 

fishers never materialized. In Curry’s words, “the costs [of reclamation] have been high, 

the returns very low.” But beyond his anger over the damage to his land, Curry told 
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Congress that he worried that by surface mining coal, “a prime renewable resource, our 

great lands, are being destroyed to utilize a one-time resource.”44 

The testimony at these early SMCRA hearings also helps explain why lawmakers 

believed localized problems like mine safety, air pollution, and surface mining required a 

federal response. Environmental activists and savvy lawmakers were wary of legislation 

that placed too much authority in the hands of state legislatures because they had learned 

from experience that states were too often reticent and ineffective regulators. At the 

SMCRA hearings, members of Congress heard evidence that handing regulatory 

authority to the states could actually make it more difficult for local people to address 

environmental problems. Robert Masterson, a municipal planner who was also from 

Knox County in Illinois, testified that local governments had tried to control surface 

mining operators. Local leaders became concerned when a study of property values in 

their county found that between 1940 and 1971, stripped land depreciated by an average 

of four percent, while the value of non-stripped land increased by more than forty 

percent. This worried local officials because it meant that their tax revenues had grown at 

a much slower pace than they would have without the drag created by surface mining. 

Moreover, they were bothered by the fact that property owners whose land had not been 

stripped were shouldering the bulk of the tax burden. In response, the township 

governments twice changed zoning laws to prevent any further expansion of strip mining. 

In both cases, coal companies challenged local governments in court, and won each time. 
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In the most recent case, the court found that because Illinois had passed a state surface 

mining law, the municipalities could not exercise their own authority to address the issue. 

In Masterson’s words, state regulatory authority had become an effective tool for coal 

companies in search of methods of “circumventing any local control.”45 

 Still, some critics testified that local conditions were so diverse that efforts to create 

federal regulations were doomed to fail. Westerners, who were relatively new 

participants in the surface mining debate, often made this argument most compellingly. 

Because the bulk of the popular pressure to control surface mining originated in 

Appalachia, where the steep hills and narrow valleys made the risks of stripping starker, 

the bills Congress considered in early 1977 tended to address problems that were unique 

to that region. Cattle ranchers from Montana were quick to point this out to lawmakers. 

Marcus Nance, who owned a ranch in the Powder River Basin (where ARCO opened its 

Black Thunder mine later in the year), told Congress that many of the provisions in the 

proposed bill made no sense in the West. He pointed out that guidelines designed to 

protect Appalachian alluvial valleys from pollution would have no positive effect in the 

West. Instead, they would outlaw methods that ranchers used to increase productivity by 

combining cropland with undeveloped rangeland in a single reclamation plan.46 Small 

coal operators were among those who agreed with western ranchers like Nance. James 

McGlothlin, the president of United Coal, told Congress that there was no way “for the 
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U.S. Congress to write a bill which would encompass the various problems as they exist 

in the surface mining industry today.” The environmental issues “in Virginia are totally 

different from those occurring in Montana and Wyoming,” he said. Thus, McGlothlin 

argued, “any bill written with the intention of covering the broad spectrum of mining will 

either be too lax in its standards,” or—presumably even worse from his standpoint—“too 

stringent.”47 

 Western ranchers also changed the surface mining debate with different political 

perspectives from those that tended to pervade the Appalachian coalfields. Much like the 

westerners who came before ranchers like Marcus Nance, the Europeans who settled 

Appalachia during the eighteenth and nineteenth century had made their homes on a 

frontier. But unlike their western kin, the people who populated Appalachia’s coalfields 

had drawn together during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to fight an 

oppressive and exploitative power structure dominated by the coal industry. In the 

process, many of them forged ideas about government’s role in securing the communal 

social good that entrenched figures like Mother Jones, John L. Lewis, and Franklin D. 

Roosevelt in a pantheon of heroes. The predominant culture among ranchers in states like 

Wyoming and Montana seems to have been different. Ranchers were more likely to be 

awash in cowboy mythologies that idealized individualism and equated regulation with 

restriction of will. As Montana rancher Burton Brewster told Congress at the SMCRA 

hearings, he did not object to legislation aimed at environmental protection. But, he told 
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them, “I am a strong believer in one’s individual rights.” The federal government should 

not, he believed, interfere in transactions between property owners and coal companies. If 

a rancher wanted to sell his land to a surface operator who planned to strip it clean and 

leave it to rot, Brewster believed “that should be his individual right.”48 

The testimony of the policymakers who attended SMCRA hearings showed how 

important the energy crisis was to the proceedings. Though somewhat late to the game, 

Louisiana Senator Bennett Johnson’s opening comment that “the energy shortage is 

finally ripening into the energy crisis,” expressed the anxiety that lawmakers and 

administrators seemed to feel about the nation’s future energy supplies. That anxiety, and 

coal’s potential to serve as a salve, continued to be prevalent throughout the hearings. In 

his comments, Washington Senator Henry Jackson reminded the room that the United 

States was “truly the Saudi Arabia of coal.” To solve its energy problems, the Senator 

argued, the nation needed only to unshackle coal production. Likewise, when Interior 

Secretary Cecil Andrus endorsed the bill, he told lawmakers that above all else, the 

administration was pleased that “the production of needed coal could continue” under the 

current proposals.49 Policymakers also demonstrated that they had heard the large coal 

producers who wanted a federal law. According to Senator Jackson, the “major inhibiting 

factor” preventing the U.S. from exercising its power as the Saudi Arabia of coal was 

“the failure to establish federal surface mining standards.” Echoing industry leaders from 
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recent years, Jackson declared that coal executives “must know what the guidelines are in 

order to be able to plan their investments and proceed with mining.”50 Former Bureau of 

Mines chief John O’Leary agreed. O’Leary, who was serving as director of the Federal 

Energy Administration, told lawmakers that “coal producers must be able to proceed with 

a clear understanding of their responsibilities.”51  

The SMCRA hearings featured testimony from coalfield residents, large and 

small producers, and high-ranking administration officials, but one voice was notably 

absent. UMWA President Arnold Miller never once appeared before Congress to testify 

on the bill. Even more surprisingly, the United Mine Workers Journal, normally a 

detailed publication that had recently won awards for special reporting, devoted no space 

to coverage of the hearings. In fact, it seems that Miller did his best to avoid the topic of 

surface mining in 1977. Newspaper database searches--including the New York Times, 

Wall Street Journal, and the thousands of local newspapers indexed by prominent web 

databases--return zero results for the search phrase “‘Arnold Miller’ and ‘surface 

mining’” between January and August 1977. This silence must have been shocking to 

anyone who had followed Miller’s public career. Before he was union president, Miller 

had been a staunch opponent of surface mining, as his appearance at the public panel 

detailed in Chapter 2 showed. Even after his election, Miller continued to push for stricter 

regulation and selective abolition. In 1972, he supported proposals for federal legislation 
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that would ban strip mining of coal that could be mined using underground methods and 

set strict reclamation standards for the remaining surface operations.  

But over time, Miller bent to the political realities of union presidency. The 

UMWA also represented surface miners and was in the midst of efforts to unionize the 

growing number of surface mines in the West. While Miller was aware of the 

environmental and economic impact of surface mining, by the mid-seventies, he had to 

face the fact that it appeared to be the future of the industry. Like many of the difficult 

decisions Miller faced as union president, surface mining placed him in an unwinnable 

position. If spoke too strongly in favor of strip operators, he risked losing the support of 

deep miners, who still represented the majority of the union’s members. But, if he stayed 

true to his earlier positions on surface mining, he risked alienating those miners, and 

effectively dooming the union to obscurity.  

The severity of Miller’s quandary became clear in the years leading up to 1977. 

As dissension rose among union leaders, the debate over surface mining became yet 

another wedge between the president and his colleagues. In 1974, Miller called an 

emergency meeting of the International Executive Board (IEB) to discuss the strip mining 

bills moving through Congress. The meeting did not produce the sort of consensus that 

could justify a strong public endorsement nor a statement of opposition. The IEB was 

divided. The final vote tied, which left Miller to cast the deciding ballot. As a result, the 

union endorsed the bill (later be vetoed by President Ford), but only tepidly. “Everyone,” 

Miller said when he announced the union’s position, accepted the need to “protect the 
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jobs of our members while protecting areas where our members and their families live.”52  

Such an obvious and bloodless statement showed how deep the divisions within the union 

had become.  

That was also made clear by one union leader who did appear at hearings in 1977. 

James Brooks, a surface mine employee and president of UMWA Local 7276 in Virginia, 

told Congress that the last time legislators considered a strip mining bill, his local walked 

off the job in protest. To be sure, Brooks partly based his position on the topic on the fact 

that he was employed at a surface mine and feared for his job. But he also presented an 

argument for strip mining that was grounded in years of direct experience in mining. 

Some seams of coal, he argued, were “too thin to be deep mined.” If Congress passed 

regulations that were too strict, “millions of tons of coal” would remain in the ground. 

Even more importantly, Brooks pointed out how much safer surface mining was for 

workers, especially in the thin and shallow seams of Central Appalachia. Before his 

current job, he had worked at an underground operation on a shallow seam, where he was 

injured in a roof fall. To Brooks, that coal should have been surface mined because the 

overburden was too thin for deep mining.  “I have often wondered,” he concluded “how 

many lives were saved by strip mining.”53 

When President Carter signed SMCRA in August, it gave the Department of 

Interior the power to set and enforce mining and reclamation standards for surface 
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operations. Under the new law, Interior was also responsible for disseminating those 

standards and other administrative rules to the states. Standards included in the act 

required operators to reclaim most surface mined land to its approximate original contour 

and plant vegetation that would return the area to conditions that were as good or better 

than before it was stripped.  

But in many ways, SMCRA was a much weaker law than the various bills that 

Congress considered earlier in the decade. Unlike most of those proposals, it provided a 

three year exemption for certain small producers, and allowed stripping on steep slopes 

and prime agricultural land, as well as in alluvial valleys and national forests. Just as 

notably, the final bill watered down an amendment proposed by Ohio Representative 

John Seiberling in 1973. Under Seiberling’s initial proposal, the federal government 

would impose a $2.50-per-ton tax on coal mined by all methods and that revenue would 

be used to reclaim abandoned strip mines. But the amendment also included exemptions 

designed to assist the eastern mining industry. Operators could claim money spent on 

either reclamation projects or health and safety equipment required by the 1969 Coal Act 

to earn credits of up to ninety percent of the severance tax. The credit would force 

western operators, who stripped more easily reclaimed land to shoulder the bulk of the 

tax burden. But eastern operators, who tended to own by deep and surface mines, could 

use their expenditures on health and safety equipment to offset the cost of the tax. In the 

final version of SMCRA, Congress reduced the tax--which Seiberling explicitly meant to 
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“enable the deep coal mining industry to compete effectively with the surface coal 

mining industry”—to only thirty-five cents per ton54.  

But the most impactful change to the law was the inclusion of exemptions for 

mountaintop removal mines. That addition was the result of testimony from industry 

witnesses, including John Sturm from the West Virginia Surface Miners Association, 

who showed lawmakers slideshows supporting their argument that mountaintop removal 

was less destructive than traditional surface mining.55 But it was also influenced by 

testimony from Appalachian political leaders. Six years after Jay Rockefeller led the 

charge to abolish surface mining in West Virginia, he appeared before Congress to offer 

his opinion of lawmakers’ proposals for federal regulations. Rockefeller, who had 

ascended from secretary of state to governor the year before, applauded lawmakers for 

their focus on environmental protection. He declared his full support for the provisions 

that required surface operators to restore stripped mountainsides to approximately their 

original contour. Still, he told Congress that the bill was lacking on one vital point: it did 

not “adequately allow for the mountaintop removal method.” Operators in West Virginia 

had developed new methods of mountaintop mining, which Rockefeller testified had 

environmental impact no worse and “at least equivalent to” regular surface operations.56 

He also said that state officials and operators had reached new levels of collaborative 
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environmental protection. “Not by law,” but rather through “a combination of industry 

and regulatory initiative that has come about because of the flexibility,” they had worked 

together to ensure that “absolutely no dirt [was] being thrown over the side of a 

mountain.”57 Rockefeller also echoed operators’ argument that surface mining was an 

effective form of economic development. In fact, he told Congress, that was especially 

true of mountaintop removal. Mountaintop mines were “not only more substantial in 

[their] recoverable coal opportunities,” but they were also important in a state like West 

Virginia, “where approximately two percent of the land is flat and the rest is not.” The 

spread of mountaintop removal methods, Rockefeller argued, would help the state 

“increase valuable or potentially valuable flat space.”58  

*** 

Another mountain was also facing removal from the Appalachian coalfields in 

1977. Despite the deep divisions apparent during the UMWA presidential elections that 

summer, Arnold Miller tried to put a strong face forward. After the election, he 

reportedly declared that if operators believed democratic unionism had weakened the 

UMWA, “by God, just wait till December 6 and they’ll find out.”59 When the contract 

between the UMWA and BCOA expired on that day, every union miner in the nation 
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went on strike. They stayed off the job for 110 days. No one seems to have predicted 

such a historically long strike, but both the union and operators had circled December 6, 

1977 in red as soon as they signed the 1974 contract. Those negotiations had not been 

easy. BCOA representatives were appalled by the inexperience that the UMWA’s team 

displayed, but relented on practically every union demand because the pressure created 

by the oil crisis and the industry’s hiring troubles gave miners the upper hand. Conditions 

had changed in the three years since, and the union clearly expected negotiations in 1977 

to be more difficult. A full year before, it began encouraging members to set aside money 

from each paycheck to prepare for a long work stoppage. In the event that miners did not 

understand the importance of this preparation, union leaders assured them that coal 

companies did. When a UMW Journal cover story asked whether “coal operators care 

more about building stockpiles for contract negotiations than about following safety 

regulations,” it answered itself with another question. “Is coal black?”  

As it turned out, miners were more ready to wage a long battle with operators than 

union leaders. BCOA and UMWA negotiators reached a tentative agreement in early 

February 1978. But under amendments to the union constitution adopted after the Miners 

for Democracy victory in 1972, the contract had to be approved by a majority vote of the 

union’s membership. Miners rejected the agreement. The Carter administration acted 

quickly. When a cold wave had swept over the Midwest and Appalachia during late 

January, White House officials became increasingly worried about dwindling coal 
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supplies.60 On February 14, Carter ordered BCOA and UMWA negotiators to meet at the 

White House, where he could oversee the resumption of “serious negotiations.”61 Union 

and industry gathered two days later, but talks quickly fell apart again.62 Three weeks 

later, Carter invoked emergency provisions of the Taft-Hartley Act, but miners refused to 

obey court injunctions that required them to return to work. Finally, at the end of March, 

union members voted to approve a new agreement between the union and BCOA. The 

contract was a clear defeat for the union. It set the stage for the death of the Health and 

Retirement Fund by restricting insurance for newly hired miners to employer plans. 

Operators ceded their most severe proposals for penalties against wildcat strikes, but the 

contract still allowed them to fire miners who participated in or verbally supported an 

unauthorized walkout.63 

The strike was an utter failure for the union. Scholars have referred to it as the 

UMWA’s “first retreat since 1950,” and the “wrong war” at the “wrong place.”64 Barbara 

Ellen Smith, who worked for the Black Lung Association in the early 1970s before 

becoming a historian, wrote that the strike and contract “represented more than a 

temporary setback or even forced retreat for miners: it marked the end of the era of 

                                                      

60 Camp, “Carters’ Energy Insecurity,” 483.  

 
61 Ibid. 

 
62 Ibid., 466. 

 
63 Seltzer, Fire in the Hole, 164; Smith, Digging Our Own Graves, 203.  

 
64 Moody, Injury to All, 107; Seltzer, Fire in the Hole, Chapter 10 title.  



 

 250 

reform.”65 Too often, both at the time and since, observers have laid most of the blame at 

Arnold Miller’s feet. They have called him “a tower of indecision,” and argued that he 

was “in over his head,” absent, ineffectual, and incapable of channeling “militant 

impulses into a productive negotiating position.”66 These descriptions are not all 

inaccurate. But they are also not all fair. When the arc of the UMWA and BCOA’s 

relationship from the 1950s to 1977—especially the rapid changes that occurred during 

the last eight years of that period—are in view, it becomes clear that Arnold Miller was in 

an unwinnable position. In fact, some of the actions his critics have scoured him for, 

which include asking his drivers to circle city blocks while he tried to calm his anxiety 

before negotiating meetings, suggest that he was aware of that fact.  

It is not clear what the union could have won under the conditions it faced, 

regardless of who the current president was. The negotiating positions of the UMWA and 

BCOA were different from those in 1974. Coal miners did not enjoy the bargaining 

power that the energy crisis had leant them three years earlier, operators no longer 

worried about the employment crisis they had faced earlier in the decade, and although 

energy continued as a primary concern of policymakers, Congress relieved much of that 

pressure by passing SMCRA in August. The coal industry could meet the nation’s energy 

needs, and a clear path forward for strip mining and mountaintop removal meant that it 

would not need the UMWA to do so. Changes to the balance of power were so important 
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because the primary focus of contract negotiations had not changed. The UMWA’s top 

priority was still securing the right to strike for local concerns. The BCOA’s top priority 

was still solving the problems of productivity and absenteeism as a result of wildcat 

strikes. Just as it was during 1974 negotiations, the union’s main goal was the one point 

on which operators would not compromise. Again, Arnold Miller seems to have realized 

how much of an obstacle this was. As negotiations wore on in February of 1978, he told 

reporters “if we don’t bring these work stoppages under control there’s not going to be 

anything for anybody to fight over. The union is going to be busted. I want the 

membership to understand that is not a figure of speech.”67 He was right, and it is 

difficult to imagine what Miller or anyone in his position could have done to change that. 

If miners could not win the right to strike in 1974, only a year after the beginning of the 

oil crisis, it is difficult to imagine that they ever would.  

 The U.S. coal industry’s new era took shape between 1977 and 1978. With surface 

mining regulations secured, operators felt secure investing in those methods further. By 

1983, more than sixty percent of the coal mined in the United States came from surface 

mines.68 In Appalachia, as technology improved and recoverable coal diminished, coal 

companies increasingly turned to mountaintop removal methods written into the 

standards created by SMCRA. Likewise, the 1977-78 strike was a turning point for the 

industry’s labor relations. The nation’s largest coal producers had formed the BCOA in 
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1950 to promote collaboration between operators and the union and to secure reliable 

production from miners. By the end of the 1970s, that approach seemed archaic. In 1979, 

E. Morgan Massey, president of the A.T. Massey Coal Company, commented on 

Westmoreland CEO E.B. Leisenring’s assertion to policymakers that coal was a reliable 

resource. “If coal is reliable at all,” Massey wrote, “it is because 55% of the industry is 

non-union . . . I don’t believe that you can make a valid pitch for coal reliability and 

union labor in the same breath.”69 
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Conclusion 

On August 3, 2015, President Barack Obama announced what he called “the 

single most important step America has ever taken in the fight against global climate 

change.” Under the president’s new Clean Power Plan, the Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) would set the nation’s first limits on carbon emissions from power plants.1 

It was an ambitious move, and immediately controversial. Environmental groups lauded 

the announcement as “the most significant action any president has ever taken to tackle 

the most serious threat to the health of our families.”2 But some Republican lawmakers 

were less exuberant, especially those who represented coal-mining states. Senate majority 

leader Mitch McConnell of Kentucky charged the president with threatening the 

“lifeblood” of his state’s economy, while West Virginia attorney general Patrick 

Morrisey told reporters that the new standards were created by “radical bureaucrats,” in 

pursuit of a “radical, unprecedented regime.”3  

At one level, this denunciation merely continued the stark partisan rhetoric that 

has characterized American politics since the 1980s. Practically from the moment the 
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White House formulated its environmental agenda in 2009, critics branded it a “war on 

coal.” But the controversy over the Clean Power Plan was more than just an instance of 

obstructive partisanship. Environmental policy debates have always centered on 

controversial questions about how to balance ecological sustainability with economic 

growth. So Obama was neither surprised by resistance to the Clean Power Plan nor 

shocked by his critics’ arguments. Predicting condemnation of the Clean Power Plan at 

the August announcement, the president told his audience to expect to hear the “same 

stale arguments” from opponents. “Whenever America has set clear rules and smarter 

standards for our air, our water, our children’s health,” he said, “we get the same scary 

stories about killing jobs and business and freedom.”4  

The history of environmental policy shows that the extent to which those “stale 

arguments” find purchase among the public depends on conditions beyond the control of 

any political party. The explosion of environmental activism and legislation during the 

1970s was a result of a political culture that had promoted belief in a proactive federal 

state since the late nineteenth century. Likewise, the seventies are remembered as the 

“environmental decade” because growing concern about environmental quality coincided 

with the end of the postwar economic boom, a development which new ideas about the 

limits of economic growth. Historians have shown how the political and economic trends 

that became salient during the 1970s led to a new era of low unionization, precarious 

                                                      

4 “Remarks by the President Announcing the Clean Power Plan.” 

 



 

 255 

employment patterns, and skyrocketing income inequality.5 They have done less, 

however, to explain the relationship between those trends and the emergence of new 

environmental regulations. One reason for that disconnect is that scholars, like many 

policymakers, have assumed that environmental protection and economic growth as 

opposite poles of zero-sum situations. As a result, environmental history is often told as a 

story of an inevitable conundrum for human societies, in which the public and 

policymakers must eventually choose which they would rather risk: environmental 

destruction or economic collapse.  

But no natural law makes that choice inevitable. This dissertation has examined a 

period when environmental and economic quality both declined in Appalachian coal 

communities. The shift to surface mining began an environmental disaster that still rages 

in the mountains of Appalachia. Since the 1970s, coal companies have used 

mountaintop removal methods to level more than 450 individual mountains. In 

the process, they have polluted streams, increased the risk of flooding, and released 

carcinogens that increase cancer risks for people who live nearby.6 Beyond these less 

visible results and looming dangers, the observable impact has been staggering. 

Mountaintop removal has flattened Central Appalachia by approximately forty 

                                                      

5 Cowie; Stein; Guy Standing, The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class (New York: 

Bloomsbury, 2014); Piketty. 

 
6 “How the Coal Industry Flattened the Mountains of Appalachia,” New York Times, 

February 16, 2016. http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/16/opinion/how-the-coal-industry-

flattened-the-mountains-of-appalachia.html Retrieved March 20, 2016. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/16/opinion/how-the-coal-industry-flattened-the-mountains-of-appalachia.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/16/opinion/how-the-coal-industry-flattened-the-mountains-of-appalachia.html


 

 256 

percent in the past forty years. The economic consequences of the shift to surface 

mining have been just as catastrophic. Greater reliance on production from strip 

mines has led to the disappearance of mining jobs that once provided local people 

with their best opportunity for decent wages and benefits. Generations of 

underdevelopment have gone unaddressed, and poverty has proven to be an 

indefatigable enemy. Today, many Appalachian communities find themselves in 

situations similar to that of Beatyville, Kentucky, which the British newspaper The 

Guardian recently identified as “America’s poorest white town.”7  

To make matters worse, the shift to surface mining also contributed to the 

decimation of institutions that coalfield residents once relied upon to address 

environmental and economic problems. Declining union membership and the 

loss of faith in federal officials who seemed to have failed to deliver during the 

1970s transformed the region’s political culture. In a relatively short period of time, 

Appalachia went from being one of the nation’s most militantly liberal regions to one of 

its most reliably conservative. Moreover, the coal industry’s continued efforts to reform 

its public image have been wildly successful in Central Appalachia. Today, visitors the 

region are much more likely to see residents displaying industry slogans on their bodies 
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or cars—in Kentucky, for instance, drivers can pay an extra fee for special plates 

identifying themselves one of the many “Friends of Coal”—than they are to hear 

someone singing “Which Side Are You On?” As a result, politicians who offer fantastical 

promises about returning coal jobs are more likely to receive support than those 

promoting the development of sustainable local economies.  

Today, Americans must cope with the legacy of the less-environmentally friendly 

energy policy that emerged during the “environmental decade.” In Appalachia, that 

means not only facing the prospects of an ever-changing climate and the dangerous new 

weather patterns it produces, but also broader and less manageable risks created by the 

coal industry. Workers, environmentalists, and regulators managed to diffuse some of 

that risk during the 1970s, but coal companies remolded their industry into one that was 

simultaneously more palatable and more destructive. The result has been not only a more 

divided polity, but also a continued reliance on a dangerous fuel. Most recently, the 

persistence of coal mining’s hazards was on display in West Virginia, where nearly 

10,000 gallons of a chemical used to reduce coal ash leaked into the Elk River, 

completely shutting down the water supply in the state’s largest city. Like the risks 

associated with the new phase of extraction that the coal industry entered in the 1970s, 

the Elk River incident demonstrates that when communities successfully manage one 

type of risk—be it the dangers of underground mining or the health risks associated with 

coal ash—other, less obvious risks may emerge.  

That conclusion should not discourage efforts to manage risk. Rather, historians 

should feel encouraged to probe the history of risk more deeply in search of more 
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nuanced narratives about the relationship between political economy and the 

environment. Their results not only could challenge assumptions that place undue 

limitations on policy design, but also may offer guidance for citizens and lawmakers in 

search of ways to manage risks that do not perpetuate inequalities. Environmental 

protection and economic growth may not be as diametrically opposed as most people 

believe, but it seems inevitable that humanity will continue to develop new ways to 

manage the threats created by its interaction with nature. The only absolute in history is 

the hope that people can learn from what came before. If we aspire to move beyond a 

fossil-fueled economy to one that is more sustainable and less environmentally 

destructive, we need more diverse and nuanced stories about the successes and failures of 

similar efforts in the past.  
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