o T

"

ing
r, eastern

.

in

As m

bs disappea

jo

s rugged
is los

’

Kentucky

landscape

St
By YN

le

ing peop

But the holdouts

s

s

home-

ing some

are creat

wons.

grown solut

g

Y

BY FENTON JOHNSON

PHOTOGRAPHSBY LORRAINE CORSALEFOR THE NEW YORK T



RIVING INTO THE APPALA-

chians from my childhood

hometown in lowland Ken-

tucky, 1 wait for the super-

highway to end but it keeps

rolling itself out. Wider than
the towns it passes, bound from no-
where to nowhere on the premise that
someday somewhere might arise along
the way, this vast road offers the most
tangible remnant of the War on Pover-
ty’s aspirations and failures.

These are not the Appalachians of
upstate New York or of Pennsylvania
or Virginia, with their long, parallel
valleys conducive to commerce and
transportation. Eastern Kentucky is
serrated as a corncob, a plateau
raised millions of years ago and erod-
ed ever since by countless creeks
forming countless hollers. Trees cling
to slopes so steep that climbing them
is an exercise more of arms than legs,
a process not of walking but of hoist-
ing oneself from one tree limb or out-
crop to the next. A two-lane road,
broken and potholed from coal trucks,
takes all the flat land on one side of a
creek; houses, equally broken, occupy
the other side, with maybe a rickety
bridge in between. Coal tipples rise
from hillsides flecked with white and
pink dogwood. Creeks flow red with
runoff from abandoned mine shafts.
In more accessible towns, Wal-Marts
and brick tract houses sprout on re-
claimed strip-mine lands, islands of
prosperity sustained by what remains
of the coal industry and by a burgeon-
ing service sector based on transfer
payments — black lung, or Social Se-
curity or welfare benefits.

For a century America’s prime
rural battlefield for industrial mag-
nates, labor unions and social reform-
ers, the coal fields of eastern Ken-
tucky are in a period of transition no
less portentous than that heralded by
the arrival of the coal and steel bar-
ons. America continues to depend on
coal — 56 percent of the nation’s elec-
tricity is coal-generated — and coal
production is at record highs. But
mechanization in eastern Kentucky
has dramatically reduced total mine
employment from 1960 levels, with
more layoffs to come. Here, union lo-
cals have all but disappeared, victims
of internal bickering and corruption,
the mountaineers’ resistance to or-
ganization and a growing number of
people desparate for jobs and willing
to work without union protection. And
the coal itself is starting to run out —
assuming current technology and lev-
els of production, state geologists pre-
dict that in 20 to 30 years, it may no
longer be profitable to continue mining.

With the decline in mine employment
has come challenges to King Coal’s once-

Fenton Johnson, a native of Kentucky,
is the author of “Scissors, Paper,
Rock,” a forthcoming novel set in the
Appalachian foothills.

FAR LEFT: AN ABANDONED COAL-
CONVEYING TIPPLE IN PERRY COUNTY, KY.
LEFT: DONNA COCKREL WITH HER DAUGH-
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absolute dominance of east-
ern Kentucky’s politics and
economy. Capitalizing on the
Great Society’s legacy of po-
litical action, grass-roots ac-
tivists are asserting the
right of communities to
shape their futures. In poli-
tics, in business, in educa-
tion, in the nonprofit sector,
they are searching for local
solutions to local problems
— maybe too late, and cer-
tainly out of desperation, but
searching all the same.

Their ambitions and ef-
forts illuminate critical
choices of the coming years.
With the region’s large popu-
lation losses of the last dec-
ade, public and private lead-
ers are questioning if the na-
tion can afford the attendant
price tag — in transfer pay-
ments to those who remain,
and in social upheaval and
its consequences among
those who leave. The answer
is relevant not just to east-
ern Kentucky but also to
many of the nation’s capital-
poor rural regions that are
losing population, and to the
overtaxed cities to which
those people move.

What follows is a collage of
snapshots from a journey
through the coal fields, one of
the distant backyards on

priorities.

which urban and suburban
America depends. Like the
third world countries to
which it’s often compared,
eastern Kentucky confronts
any visitor with big questions.
In a world dominated by ur-
ban values and priorities, can
those who wish to stay in
rural areas create a place
where they can survive?
What is at stake for urban
societies in the survival, or
death, of rural cultures?

FOUNDED WITH GREAT
Society money, dedicated to
the fostering and preserva-
tion of southern Appala-
chian culture, Appalshop is

among the nation’s most
successful rural cultural
centers. Once regarded by
locals as a hotbed of radical
agitators, today “the Shop”
has earned respect for its
programs training young
people in fields as diverse as
radio, television, theater and
recording.

Each year Appalshop spon-
sors a group of local high-
school seniors in writing and
performing a play about an
issue of pressing importance
to the mountains. Last year’s
play, “Home Place,” exam-
ined a scattered nuclear fam-
ily, each of whose members
are searching to find, or keep,
a place they may call home.

Achingly young, shouting
each other down in their ea-
gerness to tell their stories,
the “Home Place” actors
form a cast within the cast:
the olive-complected girl
from the wrong side of the
mountain; her sultry boy-
friend, arms crossed, biceps
bulging — a passable James
Dean; the pudgy blonde who
alternates between yakking
and passing notes; the quiet,
bespectacled guy who gets
my silent vote for most likely
to get going and stay gone.

A sample of their conver-
sation:

“Anybody with any get-up-
and-go has got up and went.”

“My dad, who's a miner,
asked me what I wanted to
do when I graduated, I said
something that made him
prouder than anything else |
could have said — 1 said I
warted to get a job where I
could wear a coat and tie.”

“You have to ask the ques-
tion: ‘What's happiness?’
I've been to Chicago and
seen people sleeping in the
streets. I'll never recover
from that.”

For a heated hour and a
half they argue whether
they wanted to stay (most
did), whether they would be
able to stay (most thought
not), what would be required
to enable them to stay. To-
ward evening’s end, the
teacher, Jeff Hawkins, who
moved away from Appala-
chia to attend college, later
to return, poses this ques-
tion: “Do you want to be like
Lexington?” — which is to
say, an imitation of the sub-
urbs of California and New
York. “Or can you create
and sustain something that’s
unique to here?”

That high-school students
are confronting these ques-
tions is an extraordinary
change from my own high-

school days in rural Ken-
tucky, when the unchallenged
assumption was that oppor-
tunity lay in distant and
golden cities, and anybody of
any count flew the coop.

“You have to ask the ques-
tion: ‘What's happiness?’”
The issues implied in the
high-school student’s query
are relevant to all depressed
areas where community and
cultural ties remain strong.
The question eastern Ken-
tucky faces is how to
achieve the economic diver-
sity that might allow for po-
litical and social stability,
which might in turn sustain
the social values that substi-
tute for the material wealth
of a consumer society.

“Maybe we won’'t have the
income standards of the rest
of America,” said Ron Eller,
director of the Appalachian
Center at the University of
Kentucky in Lexington and
himself a native of Appala-
chia. “But maybe we’ll have
other things. The bottom line
here is value systems. Do you
value wanting to be like Lex-
ington or do you value other
things — family ties, for ex-
ample, and community ties —
that a lot of folks in Lexington
would like to have?”

But it's one thing to talk
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“less is more” community
values and another to prac-
tice them, in a society whose
advertising, news and enter-
tainment media and popular
mythology glorify the rug-
8ed individualist who in the
end owns it all. The same
education that enables stu-
dents to understand what’s
at stake gives them the tools
they need to leave and the
dissatisfaction with home
ties to fuel their departure.
Is it possible to empower
people through education
while preserving and enhanc-
ing community ties and val-
ues? “Television is bringing
us these questions anyway,”
said Bill Weinberg, a promi-
nent mountain lawyer and
former state representative.
“Our hope is that we can
learn from the experience of
industrial America. We don’t
see ourselves as playing
catch-up ~ we're trying to
make a leap, adapting a soci-
ety with agrarian values to a
post-industrial society.”

THESE ARE THE RE-
zion’s options, as outlined by
Or. Grady Stumbo, chairman
)f the Kentucky Democratic
Party and co-founder, with
state Senator Benny Ray Bai-
ey, of the East Kentucky
1ealth Services Center: “We
‘an rear people here and ex-

se Begley, who organized protests against s

port them elsewhere. We can
stay here and accept transfer
payments from the rest of the
country. Or we can try to
change the economy, encour-
aging lots of little enterprises
to create a new Kkind of envi-
ronment.” He foresees a com-
bination of all three, but he
and other activists are work-
ing for the last.

Together with Bill Wein-

-berg and Senator Bailey, Dr.

Stumbo forms the nucleus of
a group working for change
in eastern Kentucky, famil-
iarly called the “Knott Coun-
ty mafia.” Along with com-
munity activists statewide,
they have  engineered
changes no one once thought
possible. In 1988 they won a
20-year battle over the
broad-form deed, a 1903
statute that allowed compa-
nies in possession of subsur-
face mineral rights to do
anything they considered
necessary to extract coal,
with little or no compensa-
tion for current landowners.
In an emphatic rejection of
the coal companies’ state-
wide media campaign, more
than 80 percent of the elec-
torate voted to pass a consti-
tutional amendment enlarg-
ing owners’ ability to protect
their property.

That coal interests lost so
overwhelmingly is an indi-
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cation of the loosening of
their grip on the region and
the state. “Political leader-
ship in the mountains has
been handed to a new gener-
ation,” Dr. Stumbo says with
undisguised glee. “You can
like it or not but you got to
deal with it.”

EEP IN HARLAN
County, Lynch was
one of the segre-
gated company
towns founded by
U.S. Steel to house
labor imported to
work the mines,
Donna Cockrel grew up in its
black neighborhood, then
left to get a B.A. degree in
1988 from the University of
Kentucky in Lexington. She
returned to Lynch to be near
her parents and to teach ele-
mentary school.

It’s late in the evening
when I arrive, but Cockrel’s
mother lays out a spread.
Our conversation is under-
scored by the rasp and
heave of Cockrel’s father,
disabled by black lung and
hooked to his twice-daily in-
fusion of oxygen.

Cockrel is a dynamo, a
heavyset woman of bright
colors and boundless energy
who’s  “geared towards
change.” She incorporates
multicultural elements into

her teaching, and laughs at
the thought that locals view
her as an activist — “They
call me a troublemaker!”
she crows. She paraphrases
Martin Luther King Jr. —
“Everybody can serve,” she
says, adding, “It's empower-
ment from the bottom.”

After supper she takes me
on a drive through Lynch,
built as a model of company
paternalism. Once home to
the world’s largest coal load-
ing facility, now it hangs on
as a handsome, built-to-last
ghost town. Every second or
third house is empty. About
a quarter of the town has
been demolished.

As we drive past boarded-
up brick and limestone
buildings, she articulates a
vision of change at the most
local, personal level.

“I have a dream that
some day I'll be a business
executive and TI'll invite
kids in to learn business
skills,” she says. She drops
me at my car with a last bit
of philosophy. “Step com-
plaining about what you
don’t have and use what
you've got,” she says, exe-
cuting a little jig.

Cockrel’s life since our
conversations illustrates the
troubles of those trying to
remain in the mountains. At
the school year’s end she

says his neighbors “don’t know how to say no.”

‘Howdoyou
adapt a region
with agrarian

valuesto a
post- -
industrial
society?

was laid off in part because
there are too few children to
justify keeping her school
open. Now she lives and
teaches a four-hour drive
from Lynch and returns
each weekend to see her
family, to continue her work
with her church and to
broadcast a Sunday morn-
ing gospel program.

The day after speaking to
the Cockrels, I seek out
John F. Tate, the property
supervisor of Cyprus Moun-
tain Coals Corporation in
Perry County. Cyprus,
which has the reputation of
being among eastern Ken-
tucky’s most environmen-
tally conscious companies,
has won community
awards for hiring from the
local work force and for en-
vironmental awareness.

In place of rugged moun-
tains, Tate describes his vi-
sion of industrial parks and
subdivisions with split-level
ranch houses built on flat-
tened land reclaimed from
the strip mines. I think of the
Cockrel family’s town, built
as the ideal city of an earlier
generation of outsiders, now
a place of boarded-up store-
fronts and polluted creeks
and empty houses. Has Tate
visited Lynch? He’s puzzled
at my question. “Why would
anyone go there?” he asks.

Who will buy and occupy
the ranch houses he envi-
sions, I ask, in a county with
30 percent real unemploy-
ment, that lost 10 percent of
its population in the last
decade? Who will build in-
dustrial parks in a region
long unsuccessful at at-
tracting outside invest-
ment? How will he supply
water to his newly created
mesa, when streams are al-
ready clogged with silt and
polluted with acid from
mine runoff? Where should
the people who wish to stay
in eastern Kentucky put
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their faith — in promises for
what might be, or in what
experience has shown them
to be true? He answers the
question as he shows me the
door. “I have faith in tech-
nology,” he says. “I believe
in Horatio Alger. I believe in
Pollyanna.”

STEVE MENG BEGAN AS
a young, venture capitalist at
Kentucky Highlands Invest-
ment Corporation, a public-
private venture capital com-
pany specializing in encour-
aging the area’s economic de-
velopment. Meng left Ken-
tucky Highlands to become
president of one of its suc-
cesses, a nonprofit organiza-
tion with two small manufac-
turing plants that make store
fixtures and desk accessories
for retail chains and that are
some distance into the moun-
tains. “My guess is that these
communities would prefer to
attract a branch plant from
an established company,” he
says. “But the fact is it does-
n’t happen very much.”

“My vision for the area is
to look for internally gener-
ated opportunities instead of
branch plants,” Meng says.
He has high praise for his
workers, while decrying
their lack of training. “If
these people were trained
and educated to consider
more  sophisticated ap-
proaches to business they
could start their own 10-per-
son businesses,” he says.
“The problem is that they
think only in terms of the
familiar — Laundromats, or
auto repair shops.”

The two approaches — in-
dustrial park developments
and small, homegrown oper-
ations — are not necessarily

exclusive, but development
patterns in eastern Ken-
tucky illustrate their appli-
cations in isolated, rural re-
gions. In counties with easy
access to interstate highways
and urban economies, indus-
trial park development has
scored some significant
coups. But outside interest
wanes in those counties —
like Harlan and Letcher —
that are remote from the
prosperous lowlands and in-
accessible to them.

Tom Miller, program offi-
cer at the Ford Foundation
and former president of
Kentucky Highlands, un-
derscored the problem with
initiating home-grown de-
velopment in underdevel-
oped economies. “In my
yvears at Kentucky High-
lands we always had more
money than we needed,” he
said. “Our constraint was
the number of opportunities
we could uncover.”

As eastern Kentucky loses
population, that problem
worsens. “In more isolated
counties the people leaving
are those with the most re-
sources and ambition,” Miller
said. “And when those people
leave they often carry their
troubles to the place they
move to. That cost to society
provides a fiscal as well as
human compassion reason to
develop the region.”

LOOKED AT IN LIGHT OF
the harsh economic realities
of the late 20th century, what
does it finally matter, the dis-
appearance of Appalachian
culture, the emptying of the
mountains? The late Gov.
Bert T. Combs, among the
original architects of the
Great Society’s Appalachian

projects, was not alone in con-
ceding that perhaps there are
too many people in these hiils,
and that the most productive
and humane approach is in
fact encouraging a good
number of them to move to
cities, provided they are of-
fered relocation assistance
and job training.

In an era of shrinking gov-
ernment funds, that sounds
good, but relocation pro-
grams themselves cost
money and (in another echo
of the third world) have the
potential of shifting the un-
dereducated and chronically
underemployed from the
countryside, where they
have at least their family
network and cultural identi-
ty and big garden to help
them get by, to city streets,
where their economic, social
and emotional future is con-
siderably more uncertain.

More to the point, such a
policy implies giving up not
just on eastern Kentucky but
on whole regions of the world
— in America, parts of the
Great Plains and the rural
South come to mind. These
are places where cultures
once flourished, that are now
being depopulated to the
verge of extinction. At a time
when capitalism and democ-
racy are seen as triumphant
worldwide, for a whole region
of America to slide into a de-
populated environmental
wasteland represents an un-
nerving failure, at least of
capitalism, perhaps — in its
betrayal of its citizens — of
democracy itself.

NONE OF THE ACTIVISTS
argue that coal mining will
or should disappear tomor-
row. The most strident

A one-man flea market in Perry County, where unemployment is chronic.
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among them acknowledge
that, so far as the outside
world is concerned, eastern
Kentucky is immediately
important only for its under-
ground resources. The ques-
tion is how those resources
will be taken, and what will
be left for the land and its
people. Implicit is consider-
ation for the area’s future
once the coal is gone.

“Nobody’s going to help us
out of this — it's got to start
from within.” This refrain I
heard from community ac-
tivists and concerned busi-
ness leaders throughout the
region. That'’s a vast change
from the company town-gov-
ernment subsidy mentality
that dominated the region in
the past.

In 1966 Joe Begley, who
owns a general store in
Letcher County, organized
the region’s first protests
against strip mining; in 1977
he stood at Jimmy Carter's
side for the signing of the na-
tional strip-mine regulation
bill. Speaking now of the diffi-
culties of convincing people
that they may take charge of
their futures, he describes
how “people here have been
taught to say yes instead of
no. They don’t know how to
say no, and that's been their
ruination.” But listen to Don-
na Cockrel: “I want to teach
my kids that they can learn to
be assertive about saying no
and learn when to say yes.
Anything that can be learned
can be unlearned. They got to
have a vision. If they lack
vision they perish.”

Everywhere I went people
were scratching their heads
and pondering when to say
yes, when to say no. It is this
babble of voices that I heard
throughout eastern Ken-
tucky, that is energizing, in-
spiring, different from the
decades when the coal com-
panies called the tune. Wheth-
er this growing pluralism can
make a difference, whether
the coal industry can be en-
gaged constructively, wheth-
er the region can sustain a
place that people are willing
and able to call home — the
answers to these questions
have short-term implications
for the amount of tax money
required to keep eastern Ken-
tucky from starving. In the
long term, their answers will
say a great deal about what
the nation is able and willing
todo in the face of the depopu-
lation of rural America. For
the moment, there's some
small pleasure to be taken
just in hearing the questions
asked, in the noise of those
competing voices. @
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