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Abstract 

 

     The focus of this project has been compiling a collection of music about mountaintop 

removal coal mining and the history of coal mining in Southern Appalachia.  The songs 

are ballads, folk, bluegrass, and old time songs of the past and present.  Some songs 

already focused on this important environmental and social justice issue, and others were 

changed lyrically to encompass this subject.  The practice of changing lyrics to suit a new 

cause has been common in the history of folk music in America.  For example, in Mark 

Allan Jackson‟s Prophet Singer, he spends part of a chapter outlining the ways in which 

Woody Guthrie‟s classic song “This Land is Your Land” has been appropriated for many 

causes since it was written in the early 1940s (Jackson 2007).  The purpose of this project 

is to spread awareness of mountaintop removal through the medium of music.     

     I did my fieldwork during the summer of 2010 at the United Mountain Defense 

Volunteer House in Knoxville, Tennessee.  During my stay there, I interviewed and 

watched several regional artists play the music I am studying.  In the interviews, many 

activist musicians highlighted the power of music to inform and inspire listeners.  Many 

said a person may not be willing to listen to what you have to say if it conflicts with his 
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or her beliefs, but if you sing it in a song, if there is emotion and melody behind your 

words, the person is more likely to hear your words and consider.   

     This thesis project has two main components:  a thesis performance in the Black Box 

Theater which was held on March 12, 2011, where fellow New College musicians and I 

played selections from the music I have studied, and the following essay, which discusses 

my fieldwork and analyzes the role of music in Appalachian people‟s resistance against 

the abuses of “King Coal.” 

 

Professor Maribeth Clark 

 

 

Division of Humanities



1 
 

An Introduction 

     When driving north from South Florida to Tennessee, the landscape changes from flat 

pine woodlands, vast sawgrass swamps and oak hammocks to soaring mountains covered 

by temperate rainforests, filled with trickling streams that lead into deep, cool “swimmin 

holes.”  It is striking to a native South Floridian like me as the terrain slowly transforms 

from horizon to horizon flat land to rolling hills in Georgia.  Finally in East Tennessee, it 

seems like every city is in a valley, surrounded by a mountain range that sweeps across 

the sky.  All these terrains have their own value to the ecosystems they support and the 

people who call them home.  In Eastern Tennessee, the mountains play a huge role in 

shaping the culture of those who live there.  Many in the towns in the valleys think of 

themselves as “mountain people.”  Despite their importance to the people and 

environment, these mountains are endangered.  The mountains that are visible to cities 

are safe, but hidden behind slopes in the backwoods of Southern Appalachia in East 

Tennessee, Kentucky, West Virginia, Virginia and North Carolina, the landscape is 

changing.  Where once there were rolling hills covered with wildlife, farmland and 

pastures, there are now vast, desolate moonscapes, where nothing grows except spray-on 

hydro-seed grass.  The coal companies call it mountaintop mining, but the activists who 

oppose it call it mountaintop removal.  Either way, it is the annihilation of the natural 

beauty that is the Southern Appalachian Mountains.  

     Coal is a fossil fuel.  Like oil and natural gas, it is the ancient remains of plants buried 

beneath the Earth‟s surface.  Barbara Freese explains in Coal: a Human History, 
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It was a part of an enormous swampy forest of bizarre trees and gigantic ferns – „monsters of the 

vegetable world,‟ as one nineteenth-century writer described them – that are no longer found on 

earth except for some that survive in greatly shrunken form.  Most coal beds were part of the first 

great wave of plant life to leave the oceans and colonize the land, paving the way for animals to do 

the same and sheltering them as they took important evolutionary steps.  In other words, coal is the 

highly concentrated vestige of extinct life forms that once dominated the planet, life forms that 

were themselves a critical link in the chain of environmental changes that made the emergence of 

advanced life possible (Freese 2003: 3).   

Fossil fuels are finite resources: once we use them, it takes a very long time for 

regeneration to occur.  “The very essence of coal is carbon that was taken out of 

circulation over millions of years; burning coal suddenly puts that carbon back into play,” 

Freese states (184).  The use of coal for fuel has a long history, but the Earth‟s coal 

supplies will not last forever. 

     There have been several different methods of extraction used during the history of 

coal mining.  Mountaintop removal (MTR) / valley fill mining is the most devastating 

type of surface mining and began in the mid-1970s.  It “annihilates ecosystems, 

transforming some of the most biologically diverse temperate forests in the world into 

biologically barren moonscapes,” an activist explained in The Tennessee Mountain 

Defender (Anonymous 2008, 4).  Surface mining also refers to area and contour mining, 

which date back to the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries. This is essentially any mining 

where the desired mineral is exposed above ground, as opposed to underground deep 

mining.  The evolution of surface mining has been shaped by changing markets and 

technology.  Non-destructive forms of surface coal mining probably began during the  

colonial period, in the late 18
th

 century in Virginia, when “the wind had blown a tree 
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over, exposing white clay-slate, a black clay slate, and a coal bed” (Montrie 2003: 17).  

The first surface mining was not destructive, only a product of lucky circumstance for 

those who discovered the exposed coal, which became increasingly valued as wood for 

fuel steadily became scarcer.   

     Mountaintop removal is exactly what it sounds like: the coal companies obtain a piece 

of property, remove the timber, and then use explosives to blast the areas of the mountain 

needed to access the coal seam(s) underneath.  Thomas N. Bethell explains the aftermath 

of “the cheapest kind of mining [which] does the most damage” in Guy and Candie 

Carawan‟s Voices from the Mountains: “The relocated mountain top winds up, by force 

of gravity, in the valleys below.  After a heavy rain, it becomes mud and moves like lava 

until it reaches the bottom of the valley, where it slides into streams, and becomes silt.”  

This silt contains minerals which are harmless when underground, but extremely 

dangerous when oxidized.  Sometimes these minerals end up in nearby streams and 

rivers, and often well water which would otherwise be used for drinking.  One of the 

most easily recognizable of these minerals is iron, which has turned many streams 

throughout Appalachia and even some people‟s tap water bright orange.   
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Figure 1:  Photo by Sara Henry near Eagan in Campbell County, Tennessee - water is 

orange due to iron sediments from nearby coal mine. 

     In the activist directed documentary film Low Coal, Owen Stout, a resident of Cabin 

Creek, West Virginia, held up a jar of murky grey-black water.  “This is a jar of Cabin 

Creek well water,” he said, “this came outta my backyard, outta my well.”  In his other 

hand, he held something else.  “This is a hand grenade,” he said solemnly, lifting the 

water higher. “This‟ll get yah slow, and this‟ll get yah quick.  Whichever you prefer.  

This comes out of the mountain 24 hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year.  It‟s 

as white as snow when it comes out.  What it is, I have no clue.  All I know is it runs 

constantly and it runs right into the stream.”  He shook his head and went on.  “When you 

start with a small cancer like what they‟re doing to West Virginia, it‟ll spread.  And if it‟s 

not there, it eventually will be.  You just cannot get away from pollution, and this water 

runs into the streams constantly, and this runs into the Kanawha River, Kanawha River 
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runs into the Ohio and Ohio into Mississippi, then into the Gulf.  So this is actually 

polluting the world.  From Cabin Creek is actually polluting the entire world.  Many lives 

are at stake here.  Not just ours but the whole country.”  Mountain Justice protests often 

feature signs which read “We all live downstream!”  The contamination of water is a 

devastating side effect of MTR that affects communities in and beyond Southern 

Appalachia. 

     MTR also causes increased flooding and erosion.  Plant life holds the soil in place; the 

roots of trees are what make a hillside sturdy.  “Heavy rains can gush off the clearcut, 

compacted MTR sites, flooding the communities below” (Anonymous 2008: 4).  With no 

topsoil and no trees to absorb rainfall, many people who live near the mines live in fear of 

flash floods and landslides (MTR pamphlet made by The Alliance for Appalachia). 

     Another impact of the use of coal is the dirty process of burning it in coal-fired power 

plants, which are plentiful throughout Southern Appalachia.  Elevated levels of airborne, 

hazardous dust are documented around surface mining operations (Mrinal and Majee 

2007: 17-25).  In fact, Coal Swarm and the Center for Media and Democracy stated, “A 

November 2009 report on the effects of coal by the Physicians for Social Responsibility 

found that coal combustion affects not only the human respiratory system, but also the 

cardiovascular and nervous system” (sourcewatch.org, “Air pollution from coal-fired 

power plants”).  The process of coal extraction can be dangerous to the health of those 

who live nearby.  Yet it is important to remember that there are similar risks for those 

who live near coal-fired power plants, which exist all over America, not only in the 

Appalachian Mountains.  Americans receive over half their electricity from coal fired 

power plants alone.  Florida is a prime example of the power industry‟s addiction to 
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Appalachian coal.  As of 2005, there were 30 coal fired power plants in Florida and as of 

March 2010 coal supplied 30% of the state‟s electricity.  Florida does not produce any 

coal, and yet it has been the fourth most coal dependent state in the country, spending 

$1.6 billion on coal imports in 2008 (sourcewatch.org, “Florida and Coal”). 

     Today more than ever activists must work to end mountaintop removal in the wake of 

accelerating destruction.  The brave people of this region are literally fighting for their 

lives.  There are many important groups which are working for environmental justice in 

Appalachia, including Kentuckians for the Commonwealth, Ohio Valley Environmental 

Coalition, Climate Ground Zero, Southern Energy Network, and several others.  For this 

project, my focus is on Mountain Justice and the local group I interned with, United 

Mountain Defense. 

     Mountain Justice is a regional network of local grassroots environmental justice 

groups that work to stop mountaintop removal.  Mountain Justice has annual summer 

campouts for education and action called Mountain Justice Summer, which are held in 

different affected areas of Southern Appalachia each year.  These campouts usually last 

two to three weeks.  This gathering is based on events that other environmental activist 

groups have held in the past, like Redwoods Summer in northern California.  Mountain 

Justice also holds annual Fall Summits and Mountain Justice Spring Breaks, which are 

organized in the same fashion, only the Fall Summits are usually a weekend and the 

Spring Breaks are a week long. 

     In the summer of 2010, I worked as an intern with United Mountain Defense (UMD), 

a branch of Mountain Justice which is based in Knoxville, Tennessee.  I stayed at the 
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United Mountain Defense Volunteer House with other interns and the volunteer 

coordinator, Matt Landon.  On a clear day, when standing on the porch of the UMD 

House, you can see the garden fade into pastures, then new cookie cutter houses, then the 

Smokey Mountains in the distance, through the haze of smog that hangs over Knoxville. 

     Most interns who work with United Mountain Defense have a specific project they are 

working on.  Mary, an intern who was there the whole time I was there, had completed 

her first year at law school and was working on an environmental law project with 

activist lawyer and UMD co-founder Chris Irwin.  Jenny, who arrived shortly before I 

left, was there to work on political art projects and to help produce a new issue of The 

Mountain Defender, UMD‟s newspaper.  I was there to do ethnomusicological research 

on protest songs about mountaintop removal, strip mining, and the dangers of coal 

mining, as well as celebration songs of the beauty of the rolling hills, valleys and 

“hollers” so many people call home.  The project as a whole includes two main 

components: a performance of selected songs and this essay.   

     Music is an integral part of the Mountain Justice movement.  Every activist I 

interviewed formally and spoke to casually agreed that it is an important tool for 

resistance, especially in Appalachia, where there is rich history of regional music.  

Chapter 1 details the methods and theoretical basis used for carrying out my fieldwork 

during the summer of 2010.  I both praise and problematize the activist anthropology 

rhetoric.  I introduce theories in this chapter which work to contextualize the use of the 

performing arts to empower oppressed peoples worldwide, as well as to inform audiences 

of a particular cause or political situation.  Chapter 2 explores the role of music in the 

Mountain Justice movement and its connection with the role that music played in the coal 
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miner‟s union battles of the 20
th

 century, showing that activists today feel they have a 

tradition of local protest music.  I discuss the musicians whose music I have collected, 

learned and performed, giving special attention to the musicians I interviewed and spent 

time with during my fieldwork.  I review several songs which have been important parts 

of this project.  Chapter 3 discusses the experience of putting together and enacting Songs 

of the Mountains, Songs of Resistance, the performance aspect of this project.  In this 

chapter I consider artists whose performance styles influenced the way I structured my 

performance.  Learning and arranging the songs, collaborating with other artists, 

technically putting the show together, and the educational value of the performance will 

be discussed.  To conclude I explore the role music plays in education and in building 

healthy communities. 
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Chapter 1, Method and Theory 

I. Method 

     I carried out the fieldwork for this project over four weeks during June and July of 

2010.  During that time I spent three weeks camping behind the United Mountain 

Defense Volunteer House in Knoxville, Tennessee and one week traveling to different 

parts of Southern Appalachia, most importantly to Rock Creek, where the Coal River 

Mountain Watch and Climate Ground Zero houses resided and to Larry Gibson‟s 

property on Kayford Mountain, both in Southern West Virginia.  My goal was to meet 

local musicians and activists, and to interview them about the role of music in the current 

fight against mountaintop removal coal mining, as well as the role of music in the history 

of regional resistance.  I used the method of participant-observation as a guiding concept, 

and worked as a member of United Mountain Defense while carrying out my research.  I 

also kept a journal in which I took notes at UMD meetings and reflected on my daily 

experiences. 

     I had two sets of primary interview questions, one for activists and one for activist-

musicians.  I started out by asking each person I interviewed how he or she came to be an 

activist and first learned about mountaintop removal coal mining.  Then I would turn to 

the topic of music and ask, “Is there any music that has influenced your political beliefs?”  

This would usually lead into a discussion of protest music and what music is important in 

the Mountain Justice movement.  If it did not, I would more directly point the 

conversation toward the topic.  I would then go on to ask about music as a tool for 

resistance: for education, inspiration, and fundraising.  At the end, I would check in again 

and ask if there was any other music that the person could think of that is important in the 
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tradition of protest music in Southern Appalachia.  This turned out to be a very good way 

to stress my main research goal and brought up some relevant anecdotes.  I would also 

ask the musicians about what inspired them to write political music, if they had 

participated in any benefit concerts for United Mountain Defense or played at any of the 

Mountain Justice camps and what inspired them to write protest music.   

     This interview structure encouraged interviews rich with stories and feeling.  One 

person I interviewed, Chris Irwin, an attorney and co-founder of United Mountain 

Defense, exclaimed in response to a question, “Wow, I‟ve never had anyone ask me that 

before.  How did I get into activism?  Huh…”  He proceeded to tell me the incredible 

story of how, as a teenager, he first knew he needed to fight for the wild lands of North 

America.  I enjoyed this narrative immensely.  The question helped to break the ice and 

get conversation flowing.  I knew only two people involved with UMD and in the 

Knoxville area before starting this project, so it was always nice to start with a very 

general question to make the interviewee and I feel more comfortable talking with each 

other.  After getting an understanding of where each activist was coming from, it was 

easier to get into a more focused conversation about the role of music in activism. 

     I also spent time going to see local musicians play at venues and at homes.  Most of 

the artists I interacted with were recommended to me by Matt Landon or other UMD 

volunteers I met at the weekly meetings.  I saw some bands that I found in the local 

newspapers, but I did not have much success finding artists with strong political motives 

going that route.  I met the musicians who were most relevant to my project from being 

directly introduced to them by UMD volunteers. 
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     In addition to carrying out my research, I worked with UMD in other ways and 

participated in keeping up the volunteer house.  Although everyone living at the volunteer 

house was working on individual projects, there were many chores and basic upkeep for 

the house and several acres of surrounding land on the property.  Every Sunday night we 

had a meeting where we assigned responsibilities for cleaning each room and cooking 

each lunch and dinner.  Money was pooled for a collective food fund: everyone paid $3 a 

day for food, $21 a week.  The reason why the UMD House handles food and chores this 

way is because the group believes in sharing household responsibilities and resources.  

The idea was that we could have more free time and more quality food if we pooled our 

resources and shared instead of buying things only for ourselves.  Taking turns cooking 

was key in creating an intimate, community-oriented atmosphere, which was conducive 

to forming the group bonds needed to work together as activists.  Many collective houses, 

as well as activist gatherings, have community meals and organized, shared household 

upkeep.  Another great example of this structure can be found at the Beehive Design 

Collective House in Machias, Maine, where I was an intern during the summer of 2009.  

United Mountain Defense used the Beehive Design Collective House as a model when 

they were deciding how to organize their living and working space.  Incidentally, the 

Beehive Collective released a poster in 2010 called The True Cost of Coal, which is an 

educational illustration of the situation in Southern Appalachia as well as the global 

addiction to fossil fuels.  Their art is a prime example of activist visual art. 

     The UMD Volunteer House has beautiful gardens in its vast, downward sloping front 

yard.  A big part of my work in giving back to the space was helping in the garden.  It 

had a lot of weeds when we first got there, because the house had been vacant for a few 
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weeks during the Mountain Justice Summer Camp.  Fellow volunteers and I worked to 

remove all the weeds, harvest crops, and plant new seeds.   

     Another important task was collecting water for the house.  The contamination of 

water and the destruction of watersheds is one of the most tragic side-effects of 

mountaintop removal coal mining and the coal burning process.  In Mingo County, for 

example, many people‟s water quality has been degraded due to slurry injections into 

abandoned deep mines.  “While the solid waste [of MTR] becomes valley fills, liquid 

waste is stored in massive, dangerous coal slurry impoundments, often built in the 

headwaters of a watershed.  The slurry is a witches brew of water used to wash the coal 

for market, carcinogenic chemicals used in the washing process and coal fines (small 

particles) laden with all the compounds found in coal, including toxic heavy metals such 

as arsenic and mercury” (Anonymous 2008: 4).  These slurry impoundments are a serious 

danger to the health of local people.  “With the injections occurring since 1977, this is a 

struggle folks here have been fighting since I was a wee one growing up in Virginia,” 

activist Jen Jackson stated (Jackson 2006: 4).  Apart from water contamination, MTR 

brings up the issue of watershed burial: between 1992 and 2010, 2,000 miles of 

headwater streams were buried as a result of surface mining at a rate of 120 miles per 

year, according to the EPA (EPA 2010).  At the UMD House, we never drank the tap 

water.  Instead, we filled up five gallon jugs at nearby Love‟s Creek, where there is a 

spring which is said to have healing qualities.  Matt Landon, the UMD volunteer 

coordinator, told us that all the locals swear by it; people say that it keeps them youthful 

and healthy.   
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     An important volunteer activity for UMD has been water monitoring in Tennessee‟s 

coal impacted areas. Their website reads, “We have sampled and tested water quality in 

streams in the New River Watershed, Elk Valley, the Eagan area of Claiborne County 

and after the TVA disaster in Roane County, TN. Test and data results are made available 

to TDEC (Tennessee Department of Environment and Conservation) and OSM (Office of 

Surface Mining) and to members of the public either by request or through distribution 

online through our listserv and website. Our data advances science by providing a portrait 

over time of water quality in the Tennessee coalfields and of the impacts of surface 

mining and by providing samples for scientists and others to study” 

(unitedmountaindefense.org).  UMD uses three main methods:  chemical monitoring 

using a YSI digital monitor, biological survey of macroinvertabrates, and visual stream 

assessment, such as noting discoloration.  For example, UMD volunteers have found 

deadly levels of iron in the New River Watershed in East Tennessee. Environmental 

lawyer and co-founder of UMD Chris Irwin noted in an article about water monitoring, 

“The value of this data to our campaign is that it builds credibility… Before we (UMD) 

began our water testing program, occasionally state officials and members of the strip 

mine industry would be condescending.  This stopped when the field data began rolling 

in” (Irwin 2006: 6). 
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Figure 2:  UMD water testing, 07-13-06 

     Unfortunately, many people in both the urban and rural areas of Southern Appalachia 

do drink the tap water.  They do this largely out of habit, but also because many people 

are not lucky enough to live close to a spring anymore, because they are increasingly 

being covered by valley fills after mountaintop mining, and also many people‟s well 

water has been contaminated.  In the article quoted above, Jackson mentioned the 

disturbing effect the water is having on local wildlife: “I heard of fish being cut open – 

appearing normal on the outside, but black as coal on the inside; of a hunted deer found 

rotting away from the inside out.  Animals rotting on the inside, walking around with a 

normal appearance.”  If this is happening to animals, one can only cringe to think of what 

many humans experience living in coalfields.  Coal River Mountain Watch Executive 

Director Judy Bonds, and warrior for the movement, died recently from cancer.  Many of 

her comrades and friends strongly believe that Judy‟s death was the fault of the very 
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practice she worked so hard to end.  CRMW co-director Vernon Haltom said in an ode to 

Bonds, “I believe, as others do, that Judy‟s years in Marfork holler, where she remained 

in her ancestral home as long as she could, subjected her to Massey Energy‟s airborne 

toxic dust and led to the cancer that wasted no time in taking its toll” (crmw.org).  Like 

clean water, air quality is also a major concern for those who live near surface mining. 

     Another activity I participated in was the weekly UMD volunteer meetings.  They 

were held every Tuesday evening at The Brewery in Old Town, Knoxville.  There was a 

very spacious, quiet banquet room in the back of the restaurant that they allowed UMD to 

use for meetings, which was very generous of them.  It was no coincidence that Tuesday 

night happens to be $2 draft night at The Brewery, which most volunteers enjoyed.  This 

helped to build a relaxing atmosphere at meetings, and put volunteers in the mood to 

spend more time with each other after the meetings, which helped to build to stronger 

friendships among members.   

     Another way I participated in the group was driving north to the surface mining-

impacted community of Eagan, Tennessee with Matt and another volunteer to pass out 

flyers to residents about a community meeting at the local Clearfork Community Institute 

about the importance of knowing homeowner‟s rights in relation to surface mining.  The 

Clearfork Community Institute is a community center which serves many purposes, 

including holding art classes and camps for children, employing senior workers, hosting 

college-age interns to do community volunteer work, and hosting the Woodland 

Community land trust, whose mission is to purchase and hold lands for local residents 

who might otherwise be landless, because the land in this area is largely owned by out of 

state and out of country corporations (Center for Social Concerns website).  Driving 
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around handing out flyers to local residents was interesting largely because of the 

scenery:  we saw several creeks that had been dyed bright orange from iron run off after 

mining.   

     Going to Eagan was one of the most exciting parts of my fieldwork.  Knoxville is a 

big city where the damage is less obvious, but Eagan is a small town with a long history 

of coal mining.  From Clearfork Community Institute there is a view of the beautiful 

Clearfork Mountain, which is slated to be surface mined.  This will damage the 

foundations of nearby residents‟ homes, not to mention the potential health effects on the 

people who live in those homes. The meeting we were handing out flyers for was 

specifically about encouraging residents to ask the mining company for a pre-blasting 

survey of their homes.  That way, if their homes were damaged by the mining, they could 

prove it in court and hopefully be compensated.   

     Overall, I aimed to be helpful to United Mountain Defense in every way I could.  I 

balanced my time between volunteer activities and pursuing personal research goals.  

Interning with UMD was a rewarding, eye opening experience and I am thankful to have 

had the opportunity. 

II. Theory 

     As guiding theoretical frameworks for my research I used the ideas of activist 

anthropology and anthropology of performance.  In “Activist Research v. Cultural 

Critique:  Indigenous Land Rights and the Contradictions of Politically Engaged 

Anthropology,” Charles Hale defines “activist research” as “a method through which we 

affirm a political alignment with an organized group of people in a struggle and allow 
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dialogue with them to shape each phase of the process, from conception of the research 

topic to data collection to verification and dissemination of results” (Hale 2006: 97).  

Hale compares activist research with cultural critique and explains that the two types of 

research should inform one another.  He defines “cultural critique” for his purposes as 

“an approach to research and writing in which political alignment is manifested through 

the content of the knowledge produced, not through the relationship established with an 

organized group of people in struggle” (98).  Hale‟s focus was on black and indigenous 

land rights struggle in Central America.  He stated that he suspects these ideas could 

apply to varying degrees to other social movements. 

     The research I carried out was activist research, as opposed to cultural critique.  The 

work I did fits Hale‟s definition well.  I had an affirmed alignment with an organized 

group of people, United Mountain Defense, a local branch of the bioregional group 

Mountain Justice.  I maintained a dialogue with the people I was working with 

throughout the entire process.  In fact, I came up with the idea for the project during a 

conversation with Matt Landon, volunteer coordinator, and Bonnie Swinford, nonprofit 

manager at UMD and a volunteer coordinator at the time.  I was on an alternative spring 

break trip organized by a New College Vista Volunteer to work with UMD in 2009.  I 

told them what my interests were and what my major at New College was, and together 

we discussed ideas for projects I could do if I interned with them over the summer.  

Studying the protest music of Southern Appalachia and collecting songs relevant to the 

movement was one of the projects we came up with.  I did not end up interning with them 

that summer, but never forgot the idea.  Dialogue with UMD volunteers shaped the 

musicians I interacted with as well as the historical music I learned about through 
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interviews and casual conversation.  Matt and Bonnie, as well as other volunteers acted in 

many ways as mentors to me, and I am grateful for having had the opportunity to learn 

from them.  

     Activist anthropology is very useful because it can contribute to knowledge about the 

political issue at hand.  However, a major drawback of taking this stance is that one‟s 

work could be criticized for being biased towards the organized group one is aligned 

with, thus not providing objective data.  This is especially tricky because I am focused on 

the music of the organized group.  This music is usually emotionally charged because of 

the emotional themes at hand.  There are many proclamations made in the songs I have 

studied that describe what is going on in a sturdy and striking way.  Elaine Purkey‟s 

“Keepers of the Mountains” declares “They‟re tearin‟ up our mountains, they‟re takin‟ 

away our hills / they‟re takin‟ all our homeland and makin‟ valley fills.”  Valley fills, as 

noted above, are responsible for covering 2,000 miles of headwater streams.  In a booklet 

about surface mining made by Kentucky Coal and CAT (Caterpillar, a company which 

produces machinery for MTR among many other products), the author stated “„Blowing 

off the tops‟ of mountains and filling streams with waste are simply provocative 

distortions of a highly regulated and engineered process.”  In a situation where both sides 

are pointing fingers at one another, it can be hard to say what is true until objective 

research is done.  That is why I have not relied completely on the music protesting 

surface mining, which is my focus, but delved into other sources such as EPA records.  I 

have seen mountaintop removal and strip mining with my own eyes, met people whose 

homes have been destroyed, whose health has been compromised, and whose livelihood 

from collecting wild foods and medicinals in the incredibly biodiverse forests of Southern 
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Appalachia has been made impossible (the Southern Appalachian temperate rainforests 

have the highest biodiversity of any forest system outside the tropics) (Lindsay 2007).  In 

this essay I weave scientific facts with the testimonies of people who have experienced 

the destruction firsthand and the accounts of passionate disapproval in protest music.  I 

consider the counterarguments of coal and other invested companies and acknowledge 

that they have a capitalist interest in framing their actions in a positive light for the sake 

of profit.  The people who fight coal mining have less to gain.  Many have already lost so 

much: homes, jobs, and lives.  Activists are planning their activities not for profit but for 

the health of the environment and the people of the future.   

     Another inspiration for this work is the idea of anthropology of performance, a useful 

tool for education and frame for looking at this project.  Tom Barone is one scholar who 

considers and contributes to this field of thought.  He advocates for “arts-based 

educational research” (Barone 2000, 2001; Barone and Eisner 1997), which he claims is 

marked by “certain aesthetic elements of design that pervade the inquiry and writing 

process.  These features include (among others) the use of contextualized and vernacular 

language, the presence of aesthetic form, the promotion of empathy, and the construction 

of metaphors” (Barone and Eisner 1997, quoted in Barone 2002: 258).   Barone explains 

that although these features are found in Finding My Place, an ethnographic play by 

Saldaña and Wolcott, arts-based researchers deny that their work is “social science.”  

This is interesting, because the idea of arts based research, particularly in the form of 

ethnographic performing arts has a strong connection to the social sciences.   

     Barone notes Maxine Greene‟s observations that “the arts can serve to awaken an 

audience to dimensions of human experience previously unnoticed, to meanings that 
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would „otherwise have been inaccessible.‟  A playgoer,” he suggests, “might find that his 

or her experience in the theater feeds an ongoing quest for „something better,‟ as it 

provokes him or her to move beyond the „real,‟ into clearings „where we can create 

visions of other ways of being and ponder what it might signify to realize them” (Greene 

1991: 21, quoted in Barone 2002: 259).  This idea is relevant to activist performing arts.  

In the case of my performance, Song of the Mountains, Songs of Resistance, I aim to use 

music as a way to reach an audience‟s emotions and educate with music in a different 

way than could be done through writing or other mediums.  Through creative 

representations of the past and of hopes for the future, it is possible to imagine a brighter 

world.  A song I researched called “Hog Killin‟ Day” by Willie Dodson, formerly of the 

band Here‟s to the Long Haul, describes the old annual practice of killing hogs once the 

weather starts to get cooler in November and early December.  It was a day-long event, 

where all the neighbors would work together to help kill the hog and butcher and 

preserve the meat.  The song describes a tradition of the past as Willie‟s Southern 

Appalachian family told it to him, and it also imagines a future world where “If you 

wanna eat, you gotta work and learn them old time ways, with a garden and chickens and 

pickin‟ and grinnin‟ and hog killin‟ day!”  Willie told me that although this song is not a 

movement song like several of his other compositions in the sense that it does not 

specifically address political issues, it is a movement song to him because “providing for 

ourselves using the old ways… is what we need to do.  It‟s a big piece of what we need to 

do, anyway,” Willie stated in interview on July 4, 2010.  When he said “what we need to 

do,” he was referring to the national (and global) need to drastically reduce the human 

dependence of fossil fuels in order to sustain a human-friendly planet for generations to 
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come.  Through “Hog Killin‟ Day” Willie subtly suggested that instead of going to the 

grocery store for food all the time, more people could find ways to produce their own 

food, like growing backyard gardens and keeping chickens.  Therefore he imagined 

“moving beyond the real” through his art.   

     Building community through group rituals similar in character to “hog killin day” is 

important today for Southern Appalachian groups who work to expose the dark truths 

behind the powerful coal industry.  An event like Larry Gibson‟s Independence Day 

party, where I happened to interview Dodson, is a great example of how Mountain Justice 

works to build community through getting people together and sharing food.  When I 

attended this event in summer of 2010, it seemed like almost everyone who came brought 

a dish; there was more than enough food to go around.  Creating opportunities for 

activists to bond like this is important for grassroots movements who rely largely on 

volunteers. 

     Barone also discusses “noneducationist playwrights,” using the examples of the 

ethnographic and journalistic playwrights Moises Kaufman and Anna Devere Smith.  He 

believes that it is important for ethnographic theatre to be accessible to a wider audience 

than the strictly academic.  In the performance I created, I worked to make the language 

and content as accessible as possible to a wide audience, including people who had never 

heard of the subject matter before.  Barone says of the value of Kaufman and Devere‟s 

works, “The plays are jargon free, accessible, disturbing, powerful, and overwhelmingly 

theatrical.  And they are ethnographic texts, studies of people from various cultures and 

subcultures.  They enhance our understanding as they entice us to vicariously adopt the 

manner of being of others with whom it may be difficult to identify,” (263).  He discusses 
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the value of interdisciplinary academic work, and goes on to suggest, “This means 

(among other things) that those of us in academic departments such as anthropology and 

education that are traditionally associated with the social sciences may need to confer 

with professors of the arts and humanities about learning how to research and write 

stories and plays for nonacademics” (264).  I worked to create a performance that 

allowed ideas of anthropology to inform my representation of the music I played through 

my descriptions and discussions of their themes. 

     The notion of creating art within academia for academics as well as the general public 

is appealing and applicable to my project.  Again, I wrote the script for the performance 

(the speeches between songs) with the intention that it would be accessible to anyone 

who wanted to listen.  I had two performers read quotations from people I met during my 

fieldwork in order to stress the voices of others and add a conversational character to the 

speeches.  I wanted the speeches to be both engaging and informative.   

     Another example of interdisciplinary work between the performing arts and 

anthropology is Allen and Garner‟s “Condor Qatay:  Anthropology in Performance” 

(1995).  In this article, the two professors of Anthropology (Allen) and Theater (Garner) 

wrote about their experiences teaching performance-focused anthropology classes 

together and their production of Allen‟s ethnodrama, Conday Qatay.  In the piece, they 

provide an account of the basic structure of their classes, explaining that they focused on 

using improvisation to explore different cultural practices of the Andean community with 

which Allen conducted fieldwork, such as “planting, harvesting, and chewing coca”  

(1995: 70).  This structure allowed students to develop a deeper relationship with the 

daily lives of the people who they were studying.  Reading about a culture with which 
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one is unfamiliar can contribute to an understanding of what people‟s lives are/were like, 

and the use of visual aids or experiential enrichment can strengthen that understanding. 

Although the process of acting out rituals from other cultures often does little justice to 

what the ritual would actually be like, it is useful for the student of anthropology in 

understanding the life ways and worldviews of others, or at least their own.   

     Before this project, I loved bluegrass and folk music, especially politically charged 

bluegrass and folk music.  A major inspiration for this project was my previous research 

on the life and work of Woody Guthrie, who wrote folk songs about social movements 

throughout the United States.  Learning about his passion for telling stories of the people 

and spreading awareness about different social justice and labor issues through folk 

music encouraged me to embark on a similar journey with this project.  Guthrie did a lot 

of traveling throughout his life and his songs are about many different people and places 

across the country.  Thus, he contributes to a tradition of American folk music, 

recognizable and relatable to people around the U.S.  With this project I have built a 

greater understanding of the history of Appalachian folk music, bluegrass and ballad 

singing.  I have come to appreciate the heritage of coal resistance music in Southern 

Appalachia largely through the experience of playing many of these songs myself.  Of 

course I will never know what it is like to spend a lifetime in the coalfields of Southern 

Appalachia.  Yet I have gained a clearer insight into the thoughts, feelings and actions of 

people in surface mining effected communities, as well as people who lived in the 

impoverished coal towns of the 20
th

 century, through anthropological fieldwork, singing 

their songs and strumming their chord progressions.  Simultaneously, I see the 

connections among Appalachian folk music and other regional American folk musics, I 
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see how they all inform and inspire one another and fit into the web of American folk 

music as whole. 

          In the forward to Richard Schechner‟s Between Theater and Anthropology, Victor 

Turner addressed the idea of connection through cross-cultural enactment.  Turner warns 

anthropologists not to reject Schechner‟s insights into the cross-cultural study of 

performance because of his writing style, which includes many personal anecdotes.  

“What he is offering is a prodigious gift to those of us who have so often been afraid to 

dip our toes in the waters of life – for fear of contamination by what seems to be a 

polluted stream,” Turner states.  “Schechner is a practiced diver, and he brings up for us 

many treasures as well as dead men‟s bones” (Turner 1985, xii).  The phrase “dip our 

toes in the waters of life” is what I find so intriguing about this passage, because it 

alludes to Schechner‟s discussion of different scholars‟ and performers‟ journeys into 

communities around the world.  There he ponders the question: how much is participation 

in and practice of another culture‟s art form intellectually illuminating versus 

imperialistic?  In the case of my fieldwork and project, I do not think that I teeter on the 

edge of being imperialistic because I focused on working with and learning from the 

communities I studied, rather than posing as an objective observer.  It is clear from 

Schechner‟s writing that he strove to do the same. 

     In his conclusion of the first chapter, “Points of Contact,” Schechner discusses several 

schools of the anthropology of performance, including Brook‟s International Center for 

Theater Research in Paris, an example of artists who have been criticized for supposedly 

imperialistic behavior.  In the early 1970s, Brook traveled with a group of actors to 

several different countries in Africa and performed for/with communities, seemingly all 
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small villages.  Schechner explains, “They entered a village, spread out their 

“performance rug” – something to define the place where they performed – and showed 

some improvisations” (Schechner 1985).  These improvisations were influenced by the 

surrounding environment.  This interaction is very different from a traditional 

anthropologist‟s role, which would be hands off, all about observing and participating in 

what would “normally” occur in a community.  However, it seems as though they were 

not only successful in learning about the communities they visited but also collaborating 

artistically with people they met.  Schechner quotes a story by Brook of a collaboration of 

song.  “Once we sat in Agades [Niger] in a small hut all afternoon, singing.  We and the 

African group sang, and suddenly we found that we were hitting exactly the same 

language of sound” (Schechner 1985, 27).  Although Schechner notes that Brook has 

been criticized for leading an imperialist project, it appears that there was some value in 

it. 

     Is a project imperialist if one is not looking down upon but trying to communicate 

with?  It seems that artists do communicate cross-culturally without crossing the line into 

imperialist or dominating territory.  I tried to do just that:  respectfully and openly work 

with artists outside of my immediate culture.  Yet of course, the cultural gap between the 

people I spent time with was very small as opposed to groups that Brook interacted with.  

We shared language, national and regional (southeasterner) identity, environmental and 

social justice beliefs, and with many an enthusiasm for folk and bluegrass music.  I was 

not an outsider in the strictest sense of the word; in many ways I was their comrade.  

Also, I was not the only volunteer who came from outside of Southern Appalachia to 
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work on the campaign.  United Mountain Defense actively works to recruit volunteers 

from around the country at national events like Power Shift in Washington D.C. 

     An experience I had working with another artist is an example of the kind of artistic 

connection discussed above.  Eric Blevins and I sat in the living room of a campaign 

house in Knoxville and passed songs back and forth.  He wrote great music but 

considered himself an activist first.  Most of his songs were about the Mountain Justice 

movement.  I played him some of my political songs, and then he taught me how to play 

one of his.  In general, during my fieldwork I found that most people were excited about 

my project: they were excited to share music, traditions and stories with me and I wanted 

to learn.  The great value of the kind of work Schechner was writing about, branching out 

culturally and learning performance techniques is that it opens up a different kind of 

communication.  In my case it was musical communication and bonding. 

     I have considered activist anthropology and anthropology in performance, and I will 

now consider a source which considers both theoretical frameworks: both the position of 

an oppressed people and the art they create.  In Dancing with the Dead, Christopher 

Nelson (2008) discussed the how the memory of the Okinawan genocide of the Pacific 

War between America and Japan has often been “swept under the rug” by the Japanese 

government.  In the introduction, appropriately titled “The Battlefield of Memory,” 

Nelson writes a narrative of his experience at a speech by the Prime Minister of Japan at 

the time, Hashimoto.  In the speech, Hashimoto apologizesd for some of the hardships 

that Okinawans endured during and after the war, and he goes so far as to refer to 

Okinawa as a part of “hondo,” the name generally used for the Japanese mainland and the 

islands which closely surround it.  However, Nelson points out that by using this word, he 
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overlooks the historical relationship between mainland Japan and Okinawa.  “For 

Hashimoto to speak of Okinawa as hondo is to willfully recategorize it, to ignore routine 

geographic and historical differences, and to efface the distinctions that have contributed 

to the discrimination that Okinawans have endured – at the hands of other Japanese – for 

more than a century,” (Nelson 2008, 8).   

     This selective remembrance of history can never bring forgiveness from or 

reconciliation with those who have been oppressed.  Mountain Justice activists refuse to 

allow the history of the oppression in Southern Appalachia by the coal industry to be 

forgotten, just as Okinawan activists cannot be swayed by a politician to forget their dark 

history of Japanese colonialism.  Nelson quotes Adorno, who stated after the Second 

World War, “The attitude that it would be proper for everything to be forgiven and 

forgotten by those who were wronged is expressed by the party that committed the 

injustice,” (10).  Many Okinawans today are committed to remembering the past, seeking 

healing through reflection and storytelling, through dancing with the ancestors.  The same 

is true of the Southern Appalachians who fight against mountaintop removal coal mining: 

they also use their performances to tell the stories of the past, of that which can‟t be put 

back. 

     Nelson explores many examples of Okinawan arts which both evoke remembrance of 

their history of colonization and their contemporary occupation by American military 

forces in the form of the plethora of American military bases on the island (7).  One 

striking example of these artists was Fujiki, a storyteller.  Nelson states in reference to 

Fujiki and two other performing artists “Reproducing the story is perhaps a step toward 

recreating the community… Reassembling these practices could not recreate the prewar 
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Okinawan society; however, it could begin the process of reintegrating survivors into 

relationships with their ancestral sprits, and reestablishing a productive sense of 

community in what had become a mere contiguous collection of households and 

individuals” (40).  Nelson goes on to describe one of Fujiki‟s performances in which he 

presents several monologue-like stories as different characters.  One of the characters is 

an old Okinawan man in the present day reflecting on his experiences in the war to his 

grandson.  The performance explores the past as well as the present deeply through the 

grandfather‟s flashbacks to the time of the war, where he interacts with a phantom 

lieutenant who is abusive and patronizing (46).  Although Nelson says that the 

performance ended on an “ambiguous” note, he makes it clear that this story of Japanese 

lieutenant‟s unwillingness to accept the man‟s earnest attempts at being a good soldier 

had been a common theme in the lives of many Okinawans.  Thus, performances which 

help people reflect on the past and the present through telling stories, whether spoken or 

sung, can build a stronger sense of community among oppressed peoples.   

     Appalachian people share a heritage of resistance; theirs is against the powerful coal 

industry. Telling stories of past protests can remind people of what is possible in the 

future.  Like Okiniwan activists, Mountain Justice activists also work to build community 

through telling stories of the past, such as the hard times people had in the coal towns in 

the first half of the twentieth century.   

     Another performing art Nelson studied in Okinawa was eisā, “a dance performed for 

ancestral spirits during Obon, the festival of the dead.  Eisā… [deals] with the past by 

creating something in the present.”  He adds, 
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A complex secondary genre, eisā is a cycle of narratives that recount the diaspora of the Ryūkyūan 

nobility – more than a century of travels encompassing life in the days of the Ryūkyūan kingdom 

[who ruled Okinawa and the Amami Islands from 1428 until 1879, when the kingdom was 

colonized by Japan], their impoverishment and exile to the mountainous northern forests [during 

WWII, experiencing violence from both Japanese and American military forces], their struggle to 

return to the capital once more.  Each of the songs narrates the experiences of a particular time and 

place where the former nobles lived along their journey.  Some are songs that were composed 

during the period that they represent; others are later representations of that time and place.  With 

their own particular chronotopes, their own narrative organization of space and time, the songs are 

bound together by the formal structure and the performative production of the dance.  Together 

they compose the unity of the work, the utterance.  All are woven together, harmonized in 

performance by the powerful rhythm of the drums that opens the dance.  Eisā‟s heartbeat, say the 

dancers (20, 188).  

     Nelson lived in Sonda, a working class neighborhood in Okinawa, for several years, 

spending two summers learning eisā at the Sonda kōminkan, Sonda‟s community center, 

famous nationwide for their amazing eisā performances (22, 180).  Nelson had originally 

told Iha Masakazu, the head of the seinenkai (youth group), that he‟d “like to spend some 

time at the community center-observing their practices, interviewing members, talking 

with people in the audience,” to which Iha responded “No, I don‟t think that we can do 

that.”  Nelson felt awkward and embarrassed before Iha continued, “You can‟t watch, but 

you can join,” (21).  Nelson went on to perform with the Sonda group “at local festivals 

and weddings, during the grueling nights of Obon [the festival of the dead], and at the 

island-wide Eisā Festival,” (22).   

     Nelson‟s work learning eisā is related to the work I did learning Appalchian protest 

music, although his study was certainly more extensive and in depth.  It was different in 
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that he was working with an organized performance group, while I was working with 

independent artists and bands in an organized environmental justice group.  The focuses 

of the groups we were working with were different, but our goal in studying and actively 

learning an art form was similar.  Nelson‟s project was also related to mine and to activist 

research in general in that he “allow[ed] dialogue with them to shape each phase of the 

process, from conception of the research topic to data collection to verification and 

dissemination of results,” (Hale 2006: 97).  Above I showed that Nelson‟s specific 

method of research was determined by an invitation to join the eisā group in Sonda.  He 

also stated about the people he worked with, “They critiqued my ideas and suggested new 

directions for my research,” (22).  Nelson was in a somewhat liminal position; he was an 

eisā performer, but he was also an eisā scholar, a student of how memory and the past 

exist in the daily lives of people.  I also tried to function as both a folk music scholar and 

practitioner. 

     The activists and residents of Southern Appalachia are purposefully bringing their 

memories of loss into collective consciousness as they work to end mountaintop removal 

coal mining.   There has been a long history of coal miners resisting the abusive working 

and living conditions forced upon them by coal companies (the companies often had 

monopolies on the economies of whole towns, referred to as “coal towns”).  They resisted 

through unions and strikes, and there has been great folk and bluegrass music written 

about these historic struggles, which will be discussed in the next chapter.  The tradition 

of music of resistance against the coal companies continues today, but against different 

kinds of abuse.  Mechanization and the decline in union power have led to the availability 

of far fewer jobs for coal miners today, but residents of mining areas have a whole new 
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set of problems: the foundations of their houses are being cracked, their streams are being 

polluted, and their watersheds are being destroyed by the use of explosives to extract coal 

on the surface of nearby mountains.  Activist-musicians today are writing about their love 

of the land, love of their culture, their shared history, and the ecological desolation that is 

mountaintop removal, bringing together communities of resistance against a common 

experience of mistreatment by systematic, government maintained oppression.   

     In reference to the situation Okinawans have faced since WWII, having to live with 

American military bases built on what was once fertile farmland, case after case of 

American soldiers raping Okinawan children, and the unfair distribution of social welfare 

programs among Okinawans and mainland Japanese, Nelson proposed Ernst Bloch‟s idea 

of subjective nonsynchronism, “the sense that the future that ought to be available to them 

has been foreclosed.”  Nelson continued, “As young men and women, they may have 

anticipated and expected lives that they would one day lead.  Now, these bright images of 

the future exist only as remembered dreams” (13).  This state of unfulfilled hopes is 

exactly what many Southern Appalachians feel towards the structural inequality the U.S. 

state and federal government agencies create when they approve permit after permit for 

surface mining throughout the region and do not adequately enforce Clean Water Act 

standards. 

     Both Okinawans and Southern Appalachians unite in groups for social and 

environmental justice causes in their communities.  For Okiniwans, it is symbolized in 

the fight against the American military bases that are all over the island, far 

disproportionate to the number of American bases on mainland Japan (7).  For 

Appalachians, it is the fight against mountaintop removal coal mining, which does not 
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occur at a high rate anywhere else in the United States.  They have both experienced 

terrible atrocities in recent years, including loss of innocent children due to the 

malevolent actions of Americans at the U.S. military bases in one case, and the blasting 

of mountains, destroying entire ecosystems in the other.  In one case, in 1995, an 

Okinawan child was raped by American solidiers – “the latest in a series of attacks 

visited upon young women by American servicemen” (28).  In an Appalachian case, a 

young boy was crushed and killed in his bed at night while his brother lay sleeping next 

to him.  He was hit by a boulder which fell on his family‟s house in a mining accident.  

The miners were ordered to work in the middle of the night with no lights, and they were 

out of their permit zone.  This kind of irresponsibility is not uncommon among coal 

companies.  In different ways, both regions have been and continue to be national 

sacrifice zones.  Yet they continue to resist against mistreatment by sustaining strong 

community bonds, largely through community arts, by refusing to forget the past in order 

to build a better future. 

     In this chapter I first detailed the guiding methods I used for my fieldwork as well as 

my approach toward holding interviews.  I then delved into several theories which help to 

conceptualize the research I did within the larger picture of anthropological, activist and 

arts-based research.  In the next chapter, I will discuss the role of music in activism and 

the uniting, inspirational power of protest music in Southern Appalachia, historically and 

today. 
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Chapter 2, Music and Activism in Southern Appalachia, Historically and 

Today 

 

     Music has played a vital role in the history of resistance against the abuses of King 

Coal in Southern Appalachia.  From the union battles of the early 1900s, to the strip 

mining laments of the 1960s and 70s, to the passionate protest songs of today, there have 

been many songs written about the struggle for social and environmental justice in this 

region.  During my fieldwork, the activists and musicians I interviewed told me about 

what music they thought was important to the Mountain Justice movement and the 

heritage of Appalachian resistance activists embrace.  This chapter looks chronologically 

at this music, leading into contemporary activist-artists that I interviewed and had the joy 

of seeing perform.  I will provide background information about each artist and give 

examples of movement songs they have written, often quoting some of the most striking 

lyrics.  As I transition from a discussion of the music of the 1970s to contemporary 

protest music, I give special attention to the song “Coal Tattoo” by Billy Edd Wheeler, 

working to show how this music is a part of a continuing tradition by giving examples of 

artists who have played this song at different points in time.  The mountains and the coal 

within them have shaped the culture of Southern Appalachia throughout the 20
th

 century 

including the rich traditions of ballad singing, folk, bluegrass, and old time music.  

     Since mining industries set up shop in this region, coal mining has become the main 

economic activity, and since that time, people have been singing songs and telling stories 

about the hard lives they lead in “coal country.”  “In Appalachia as a whole,” Montrie 

states in To Save the Land and People: A History of Opposition to Surface Coal Mining 
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in Appalachia, “coal production increased fivefold between 1900 and 1930, accounting 

for nearly 80 percent of national production.”  At first, Appalachians worked in the mines 

for only part of the year, and most miners also continued other work activities such as 

keeping personal gardens and livestock (16).  The late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century marks the beginning of employment of full time coal miners and the booming 

coal towns which came to characterize much of Southern Appalachia.  Much of the 

region saw huge population increases, because local people eventually could not supply 

the whole workforce for the expanding mines.  In Harlan County, Kentucky, a place 

famous for union battles during both the 1930s and 70s, the population increased nearly 

200 percent between 1910 and 1920, from 10,564 to 31,546 people (Shackelford and 

Weinberg 1977: 193).  This population increase also raised the amount of diversity in 

Southern Appalachia:  in the state of West Virginia, for example, there were few African-

American miners in 1880, but by 1910, there were 12,000.  In the same time period, the 

number of recently immigrated Eastern European miners in Appalachia rose from 924 to 

28,000 (Montrie 2003: 16). 

     These coal towns were not too far off from slave quarters in the first half of the 

twentieth century.  Shakelford and Weinberg explain, “Coal miners seldom saw much 

actual cash because the new industrial economy was based on scrip.  Scrip was 

manufactured by individual coal companies and usually was a metallic or celluloid disk 

bearing the firm‟s name and a monetary value.  On payday, which came once or twice a 

month, men received federally minted money.  If employees wished to draw on their 

earnings betweentimes – and by necessity most did- they received not cash, but scrip” 

(Shckelford and Weinberg 1977: 194).  Scrip gave coal companies several advantages.  It 
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spatially tied coal miners and their families to the coal towns, because the only places 

they could buy necessities were in company owned stores.  It also ensured that the 

companies would make back most of what they paid the miners through the income of 

their stores.  Finally, it kept the miners in debt to the company, so that they could not 

leave at any time because they had drawn funds early out of necessity.   

     The famous country singer-songwriter Merle Travis was the son of a coal miner and 

grew up in the coal towns of Muhlenburg County, Kentucky.  In his 1947 album Folk 

Songs of the Hills, he included several spoken introductions, including introductions to 

his now widely recognized coal songs “Dark as a Dungeon” and “Sixteen Tons.”  The 

chorus to “Sixteen Tons” points out the injustice of the scrip system, “You load sixteen 

tons and what do you get?  Another day older and deeper in debt.  Saint Peter, don‟t you 

call me „cause I can‟t go, I owe my soul to the company store.”  In the introduction, 

Travis says “Yessir, there‟s a-many a Kentucky coal miner that pretty near owes his soul 

to the company store.  He gets so far in debt to the coal company he‟s a-workin fer that 

he goes on fer years without being paid one red cent in real honest-to-goodness money.  

But he can always go to the company store and draw flickers or scrip – you know, that‟s 

little brass coins that you can‟t spend nowhere only at the company store.  So they add 

that against his account and every day he gets a little farther in debt” (quoted in Green 

1972: 295).  “Sixteen Tons” is a popular example of how music has helped to write the 

history of those who have been oppressed by coal companies in Appalachia. 

     Sara Ogan Gunning (1910-1983) is another songwriter who grew up in the coal towns 

of Kentucky.  Travis‟ father‟s friends told him that he was lucky to have found a career 

other than coal mining, lucky that he got to get out and explore the country, but Gunning 
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stayed in Appalachia for much of her adult life (Green 284).  Both her husband and father 

were coal miners.  Both men died before their time on the job.  She felt the full weight of 

the poverty of living in coal towns: she lost her baby boy to hunger, and watched her 

neighbors babies die the same way (Guthrie 1967: 154).  Her songs describe the terrible 

conditions many miners and their families faced living in the coal towns.  In “I Am A 

Girl Of Constant Sorrow,” she sings, “Perhaps, dear friends, you are a-wondering / What 

the miners eat and wear / This question I will try to answer / For I‟m sure that it is fair.  

For breakfast we had bulldog gravy / For supper we had beans and bread / The miners 

don‟t have any dinner / And a tick of straw they call a bed” (Gunning published in 

Guthrie 1967: 157).  A song called “Come All You Coal Miners” also tells stories of the 

hard life Gunning led.  “Coal miner they will slave you til you can‟t work no more.  And 

what do you get for a livin but a dollar at the company store?  A tumble down shack to 

live in, snow and rain pours in the top?  You have to pay the company rent, your payin 

never stops.  Coal mining is the most dangerous work in our land today, with plenty of 

dirty slavin‟ work but very little pay.  Coal miner won‟t you wake up and open your eyes 

and see what the dirty capitalist system is doin to you and me” (166).  Gunning knew 

what capitalism can really mean for the workers, the backbone of the system.  As the late 

great Woody Guthrie said in Hard Hitting Songs for Hard-Hit People,  

Sara Ogan [Gunning‟s] homemade songs and speeches, made up from actual experience, are 

deadlier and stronger than rifle bullets, and have cut a wider swath than a machine gun could.  She 

sings about the Union…the One Big Union that has got to come…when the farmers and the 

working folks all over everywhere get together, shake hands, and stand side by side, and back to 

back, a fighting like hell out of the big rich guys that say they own all of the land, all of the hills, 

all of the crops, and all of the coal and iron and gold that down under the ground.  They claim they 
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own all of this stuff.  Sara says they don‟t.  Sara says it belongs equal and alike to all of us.  I say 

Sara is right.  It damn shore don‟t belong to no one special feller, nor no one special family, nor no 

few special families.  It belongs equal and alike to all of us.  Me, and you.  Us.” (Guthrie 1967: 

154).   

Gunning also sang about the coal miner‟s unions that were fighting for better living and 

working conditions and better pay during the first half of the twentieth century.  In her 

uplifting song “Win It” she sings, “I‟m so glad that we joined the union band, I‟m so glad 

the workers have command.  Join it, join it, Of course we join it.  Join the union band” 

(Gunning 1967: 161).  The workers of course did not have total command over the power 

of the companies, but the unions and the power of strikes certainly leveled the playing 

field a bit. 

     During the famous Harlan County strike of 1931, another strong union woman of 

Eastern Kentucky wrote the legendary “Which Side Are You On?”  The strike was 

dangerous for union leaders, who dealt with armed company deputies on the lookout for 

them.  They would beat, jail, and sometimes even kill union organizers on strike.  

Florence Reece was the wife of one of the Harlan County union leaders, Sam Reece.  

Sheriff J. H. Blair and his men came to their home one night in search of Sam, and found 

Florence at home alone with their seven children.  Sam had received word that there 

might be a raid, so he did not come home that night.  They ransacked their house and then 

waited outside, hoping to meet Mr. Reece at his arrival.  In a desperate rage after this 

incident, Florence Reece pulled a calendar page off the wall, sat at the kitchen table, and 

wrote the words to the legendary “Which Side Are You On?”  The song became a theme 

of their strike and so many others throughout the twentieth century. 
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     Although Woody Guthrie was not from Southern Appalchia, he wrote some great 

songs about the unions of the region.  Woody Guthrie was born in Okemah, Oklahoma, 

“one of our singingest, square dancingest, drinkingest, yellingest, preachingest, 

walkingest, talkingest, laughingest, cryingest, shootingest, fist fightingest, bleedingest, 

gamblingest, gun, club, and razor carryingest of our ranch and farm towns, because it 

blossomed into one of our first Oil Boom Towns,” (Guthrie quoted in Marsh and 

Leventhal 1990: 3).  He traveled around the Midwest and Southwest, ending up in 

Southern California, where he played in a group with his cousin, Jack Guthrie, called 

“Beverly Hillbillies,” as well as on “Lefty and Lou,” a KFVD radio program (6, 16).  

Woody‟s increasing political involvement is evident from the material he wrote when he 

moved to New York City in 1940.   

     Guthrie once said, “A song ain‟t nothing but a conversation fixed up to where you can 

talk it over and over without getting tired of it.”  He also said, “A folk song is what‟s 

wrong and how to fix it or it could be whose hungry and where their mouth is or who‟s 

out of work and where the job is or whose broke and where the money is or whose 

carrying a gun and where the peace is.”  Woody Guthrie was an important player in the 

history of American folk music.  Because he traveled all over the country and met many 

people from different struggles, he had a wide perspective and was thinking about 

America as a whole.  His song “This Land is Your Land” exemplifies his attitude 

(Jackson 2007).  He thought of the workers of America as united in sentiment; he 

believed that they needed to work together across movement and occupational boundaries 

in order to see substantial change, as shown in his words about Sara Ogan Gunning 

quoted above. 
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     Like Gunning, Jean Ritchie hails from the coal fields of Kentucky, specifically Viper, 

Perry County.  Ritchie opposes surface mining and has throughout her life.  She wrote 

some well known songs about coal mining, such as “The L & N Don‟t Stop Here 

Anymore” (1963), about how many coal towns became ghost towns after the companies 

left, “Black Waters” (1967), about the toxic flooding that is a common side effect of 

surface mining (clear cutting forests as the companies do causes erosion which can lead 

to flooding), and “The Cool of the Day” (1977), a popular environmental spiritual within 

the Mountain Justice movement about the importance of viewing the Earth as “the garden 

of our Lord.”  Widely known as “the mother of folk,” she grew up singing songs with her 

family in work and relaxation, on walks through the hills and out on the front porch.  

Alan Lomax, the prolific folklorist, recorded the Ritchie family and considered them one 

of the great ballad singing families of the Southern Appalachians.  Now 87 years old, 

Jean Ritchie is both a folklore scholar and practitioner.  She has published several 

songbooks of family favorites with personal anecdotes before each song.  The foreword 

to one of these says of Jean‟s childhood:  “The fourteen children of Balis and Abbigail 

Ritchie, [Jean being the youngest], unblessed by television and radio, entertained 

themselves with games and songs.  For the most part these were the same games and 

songs that their parents had sung when they were children.  And, because there was little 

influence from the blossoming world outside the forbidding mountains, there was little 

change in the chain of song, dance, and story, that began when the first Ritchie arrived in 

the early 18
th

 century” (Brand 1964, no page number, forward to Ritchie 1999).  But 

those were the days of her childhood.  Ritchie said in the 1970s, 
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This is the day of the giant bulldozer, the hideous grinding auger, machinery of the strip miner, 

and the smoke and dust of them hang over the ridges and hollers of eastern Kentucky like a pall of 

sorrow.  This is the time when all the sins of past generations have caught up with us. 

For my Grandpa Hall, it was an unwitting sin.  He, along with most of his neighbors, sold the 

mineral rights to his land to the friendly, likable man who said he represented a company that 

thought there might be a little coal on our land worth getting out.  The company was willing to 

take a big chance and pay Grandpa 50 cents an acre and, since Grandpa had more than a thousand 

acres, this amounted to around $500, a handsome sum in those days.  For a man with a dozen 

children, it was also impossible to refuse. 

In “Staying Put and Telling Stories: History and Resistance in Appalachia,” Wrenna Rust 

explains the Broad Form Deed.  While residents retain the right to live on their land, after 

signing a broad form deed “mineral rights trump surface rights, and these deeds allow 

coal companies to do whatever they need to the ground in order to reach coal seams 

below.”  This often means using of explosives to access underground coal seams (Rust 

2011: 38).  

     Jean Ritchie‟s songs play an active role in the lives of many activists involved with 

Mountain Justice.  The annual Independence Day celebration at Larry Gibson‟s home at 

Kayford Mountain (a piece of land now surrounded by dead, rocky “moonscapes” left 

behind after mountaintop mining) is a meeting place for activists to socialize, share food, 

camp, and listen to many great political folk singers.  As the sun was going down after 

the last musicians had played, the organizers of the event called everyone (about 50 or so 

of us) to come out to the lawn in front of the stage and hold hands in a big semi circle 

(which became two semi circles as people crowded in).  They announced that they we 

were about to sing Ritchie‟s “In the Cool of the Day” together, which was clearly familiar 
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to many in the crowd; I was told that this is something that happens at many events.  It 

was lead by the professional musicians who had just played, Michael and Carrie Kline, as 

well as others on stage who knew it very well.  The crowd was mixed:  some people 

knew it by heart, others had never heard it before.  Yet the main, repeated line “Now is 

the cool of the day” is easy to pick up on, and its somber, melancholy melody combined 

with the fact that we were all so physically close worked to bond us all, relative outsiders 

and tight community members alike.   

    Michael and Carrie Kline are active volunteers in the Mountain Justice movement and 

widely respected professional folk musicians and scholars.  Michael Kline has been 

involved in the fight against surface mining since the 1960s.  “Mike” Kline and Rich 

Kurby put out the anti-strip mining album They Can’t Put It Back:  Songs of Miners and 

Mining Communities in the early 1970s.  Now the Klines are an Appalachian guitar duo 

with two guitars and two voices.  They are experienced folklorists and scholars of 

Appalachian music.  Dr. Michael Kline has a Ph.D. in Public Folklore from Boston 

University and Carrie Kline has a Master‟s Degree in American Studies from 

SUNY/Buffalo.  They state in on their website, “We, as musicians, are preoccupied with 

West Virginia songs, from the ancient ballads of the Hammons Family in the central 

highlands, to mining laments and songs of resistance in the coal fields. We present our 

music both as entertainment and social history, with engaging ease and hard-hitting 

passion. As two people absorbed in the study of oral tradition, we spend time with old-

time singers and tellers living in the Appalachian region. Singing to audiences of all ages, 

we perform in a variety of situations; from classrooms to prisons, from coffeehouses to 

picket lines.”  Their album Damp As Dew: A Tribute to Appalachian Miners (2009) 
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includes songs by two artists discussed above, Merle Travis and Jean Ritchie.  The 

arrangements of the songs include beautiful harmonies and great guitar melody lines.  

They have attended many Mountain Justice events like Larry‟s Independence Day 

celebration, Mountain Justice Summer and Mountain Justice Spring Break.  They 

performed at the recent nationwide protest and conference against mountaintop removal 

in Washington D.C. called Appalachia Rising. 

     Another artist whose music the Klines perform is Billy Edd Wheeler.  Born in 1932, 

he is a “poet and playwright, singer and songwriter, [and] has written many songs about 

Appalachia” (Carawan and Carawan 1975: 223).  He wrote the song that provided the 

name for Kline and Kurby‟s album “They Can‟t Put It Back,” a dramatic anti-strip 

mining ballad written in 1966.  The narrator of the song laments the destruction of his 

beloved home by a “great big earth movin monster machine, stands ten stories high.”  He 

continues, “The ground he can eat, it‟s a site: he can eat up a hundred tons at a bite / He 

can rip it out with whack, but he can‟t put it back.”  This song is usually performed a 

cappella, which adds to the somber, eerie mood.  The way Wheeler personifies the 

“monster machine” speaks to the fact that mountaintop removal is orchestrated by people, 

thus it will only be stopped by organized groups of people.  Sarro, a UMD volunteer and 

prolific visual artist, performed this song and other Appalachian ballads when I 

interviewed her during summer of 2010.  “Singing fills me with conviction,” she told me, 

“and lets me share that conviction with other people.  And I actually react more 

emotionally to music about these tragedies than I do to the actual site of a strip mine.  I 

can much more easily cry or be angry as a result of experiencing that music than to 

seeing a strip site.”  Many artists and activists spoke to me about the power of music to 
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reach listeners on a deeply emotional level.  Another moving song about coal mining by 

Billy Edd Wheeler is explored below, transitioning from those who played it when it was 

written in 1963 to the artists who perform it today. 

     “Coal Tattoo, you don‟t know that song?” Matt Landon exclaimed on one of my first 

mornings interning with United Mountain Defense.  I was asking him about what songs 

he thought were important to activists in Mountain Justice, and that was the first song he 

thought of.  He was surprised that I hadn‟t heard of it – and now that I know Wheeler‟s 

song well, I‟m surprised I hadn‟t heard of it too.   

     “You know, I‟ve got some old songbooks,” he said.  “Let me run up to the attic and 

see if I can find them.”  He climbed upstairs to the UMD House‟s hot and musky attic, 

and appeared minutes later with several sheets of paper and a tattered “zine” (a 

homemade booklet, popular among radical activists), titled Songs of the Mountain, Songs 

of the Summer.   

     “Here,” he flipped to the page with the lyrics and chords to “Coal Tattoo” and began 

humming the melody, “It kinda goes like this.”  Matt let me borrow his zine and later that 

day I started practicing singing “Coal Tattoo” and playing it on my guitar.  The simple, 

catchy melody and four-chord harmonic structure were not too hard to pick up, and soon 

enough I was playing it by heart. 

     “Coal Tattoo” was written in 1963, at the advent of strip mining in Southern 

Appalachia, and continues its relevance in the current fight against mountaintop removal.  

It has retained the same spirit of resistance since its birth, and has evolved to hold new 

meaning as the fight against all destructive forms of coal mining continues today.  Below 
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I explore some of the song‟s major themes, and then discuss four renditions of the song 

by different artists.  These versions represent different points in time, different styles of 

music, and evolving political meaning in Southern Appalachia‟s conflicted relationship 

with coal mining. 

     Throughout the history of Appalachian coal mining, deep miners have had pride for 

their work, despite the horrendously dangerous conditions they face.  A coal tattoo is a 

concept which encompasses a few different conditions.  It can refer to when a person‟s 

veins have been stained dark blue permanently because of breathing in too much coal 

dust.  This would usually happen on the side of the head or the neck.  These 

discolorations are also known to occur when coal dust enters an open wound, creating a 

black scar.  Despite the terrible health issues that came from being a miner, the coal tattoo 

being only one and black lung being another, miners felt a sense of belonging in the coal 

mining culture of Southern Appalachia, a sense that this was their home and this was 

what people did for a living.  Many miners‟ fathers had been miners, and their fathers 

before that.  The following lyrics from the second verse of “Coal Tattoo” exemplify this 

dilemma. “Somebody said that‟s a strange tattoo you have on the side of your head.  I 

said that‟s the blueprint left by the coal, just a little more and I‟d be dead.  But I love the 

rumble and I love the dark, I love the cool of the slate.” 

     Today miners still take a lot of pride in their work, but they are fewer in number and 

many do not work underground anymore.  When “Coal Tattoo” was written, it was a 

political song meant to draw attention to a current issue.  Today it relates to contemporary 

issues in more subtle ways.  Simultaneously, it is a window into history, peered through 
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in honor of all the hardworking miners who have been abused by coal companies and too 

often died in mine shaft collapse accidents or from work-related illness. 

     “Coal Tattoo” is at its core a piece for the guitar and voice, lending itself well to 

layering with the banjo, fiddle, stand up bass, and mandolin.  All the recordings discussed 

below include some combination of these instruments.  As noted above, the song has a 

simple structure:  four verses sung with the exact same melody and harmonic structure; it 

has no chorus.  It was written in the key of Em, and is usually played with four chords:  

Em, C, D and G.  It is not difficult to play on the guitar; a beginner could easily learn it.  

Its accessibility is part of what makes it a folk song, a song of the people.   

     The earliest version I looked at of “Coal Tattoo” was recorded by the Kingston Trio, a 

folk-revival band that was popular in the 1950s and early 60s.  The group helped to pave 

the way for other political folk artists like Bob Dylan and Joan Baez, who became 

popular in the 1960s.  The Kingston Trio was made up of three men who sang and played 

two guitars and a banjo.  A folksy and upbeat rendition, they recorded the song in 1964 

for their album Time to Think; they sing it swiftly and with enthusiasm.  The harmonies 

of the backup singers give the song more power and intensity, evoking a crowd chanting 

together at a protest and pointing to the song‟s theme of resistance.  At the time of this 

recording, many Appalachians were beginning to chant together against the 

environmental degradation and loss of jobs from the mechanization that occurs with strip 

mining.   The lyrics of the song make this evocation explicit in the third verse:  “I‟ve 

stood for the union, walked in the line, fought against the company, I‟ve stood for the 

U.M.W. of A. [United Mine Workers of America], Now who‟s gonna stand for me?  

Cause I got no job and I got no pay, just got a worried soul and this blue tattoo on the side 
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of my head, left by the Number 9 coal.”  Overall, this recording is characterized by the 

matter-of-fact attitude of the lead vocalist and the passion with which he sings. 

     In 2008, Kathy Mattea, a famous country singer, released an album titled Coal on 

which she sang “Coal Tattoo.”  Like Wheeler, Mattea is from West Virginia, has a family 

history of coal mining, and feels a strong connection with coal mining songs.  Hearing a 

woman sing this song adds to its storytelling qualities, rather than it being a personal 

narrative.  It makes the song more wholly humanistic, because women have not 

historically worked in the mines and thus did not get coal tattoos.  Her strong, rich voice 

brings a unique, contemporary feeling to the song and helps draw connections between 

the past and modern day issues.  Mattea actively opposes surface mining has performed 

at benefits for mountain defense organizations, as well as at rallies and other events. 

     Musically, Mattea‟s is the most layered of the versions discussed, with voice, guitar, 

stand up bass, fiddle, and banjo.  After the second verse, there is a long, dramatic fiddle 

solo which emphasizes the role of the band in making the song powerful and rich.  She 

combines the third and fourth verses to finish the song.  This gives a more contemporary 

focus, because it omits the lyrics about the UMWA, which are not as relevant today.  Her 

final verse goes as follows:  “Some day when I‟m dead and gone to heaven, the land of 

my dreams, I won‟t have to worry about losin‟ my job to bad times and big machines.  

For I got no house and I got no pay, just got a worried soul and this blue tattoo on the side 

of my head left by the number nine coal.” 

     The lyrics “I won‟t have to worry about losin‟ my job / to bad times and big 

machines,” lead well into a discussion of the radical environmentalist bluegrass band 
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Here‟s to the Long Haul and their version of “Coal Tattoo.”  Today Southern 

Appalachians aren‟t just losing their jobs – they are losing the much natural landscape of 

their home, and those same big machines are causing the damage.  Strip mining at the 

time “Coal Tattoo” was written was a problem, but it was not as devastating to the 

environment and people as the mountaintop removal mining that occurs today.  Below I 

embark on a boat ride down the river of the contemporary Southern Appalachian protest 

music. 

     Here‟s to the Long Haul was an activism-focused old time and bluegrass band 

founded by musicians Joe Overton and Willie Dodson, who met in 2006 at a Mountain 

Justice Summer Camp and played their first show at Mountain Justice Spring Break 

2007.  They have had a few other varying members and have played at countless benefit 

concerts, as well as Mountain Justice Summer gatherings and other Mountain Justice 

events.  Their name is a reference to the way another activist would sign her e-mails with 

the phrase “Here‟s to the long haul,” which Joe explained was a reference to the title of 

the autobiography The Long Haul, by Miles Horton, one of the founders of the 

Highlander Research and Education Center in New Market, Tennessee.  Joe elaborated 

on the meaning of the phrase, “I think that a social movement is something that takes a 

really long time – I don‟t really agree with people who have a really immediate view of 

how this works, you know like „We want to see the revolution tomorrow‟ or „The 

revolution is going to happen immediately.‟  I think we all play a part in this really long 

struggle; it‟s not something that I am gonna see end, it‟s constantly going to be a work in 

progress and we‟re always going to be trying to work towards [change].  And so I think 

reminding people of where we come from [through playing traditional Appalachian 
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music] can hopefully help us get some kind of joy and hope in spite of what a long, 

difficult thing we have ahead of us.”  Here‟s to the Long Haul has toured around the 

country, playing movement songs like “Coal Tattoo” by Billy Edd Wheeler and “Ballad 

of Two Women” by Willie Dodson, among many others.  Not only do their lyrics 

question the way in which Americans receive over half of their electricity (through coal), 

but they give educational workshops about mountaintop removal coal mining at colleges 

like New College of Florida, where they have played twice.  The music they play is an 

act of resistance two-fold: it is both preserving Appalachian traditions and educating 

people about preserving Southern Appalachia itself.  As of the summer of 2010 when I 

was doing my field research and I interviewed both musicians, they were not currently 

playing together, but they were both continuing to pursue their passions for politically 

charged old time and bluegrass music.  
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Figure 3: Here‟s to 

the Long Haul. 

 

     The rendition of “Coal Tattoo” by Here‟s to the Long Haul that I focused on was 

recorded live at The Shrieking Shack in Lexington, Kentucky on March 20, 2008.  It is 

similar to the Kingston Trio‟s version in that they are distinctly bluegrass, follow the 

same tempo, and use a guitar (Joe), banjo (Kyle), and mandolin (Willie).  A major 
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difference is that Here‟s to the Long Haul‟s performance is less polished and includes 

more improvisational soloing.  This may have to do with the fact that the HttLH version 

was recorded live and in a small, casual venue, but it also relates to their consciously 

chosen style.  Overton and Dodson are both from Southern Appalachia (Dodson from the 

foothills and Overton from the Cumberland Plateau) and have a commitment to 

preserving and teaching the heritage of traditional Appalachian music.  They are not 

afraid to let their accents ring strong, whereas the Kingston Trio sounds much more 

glossy and urban.  What is so striking about HttLH‟s version is that it sounds personal, 

like the listener is right in the living room sharing some whiskey and swapping stores 

with the musicians.   

     Moving on from a discussion of “Coal Tattoo” to contemporary songs that are 

important to the Mountain Justice movement, “Ballad of Two Women” is another song 

HttLH played, written by band member Willie Dodson.  This piece tells a tale about the 

formation of the Mountain Justice movement and a major event which spurred action 

against MTR: the death of Jeremy Davison, the little boy who was killed by a falling 

boulder while asleep in his bed in the middle of the night.  It turns out that the miners 

were working illegally:  they were outside their permit zone and they had no lights to see 

what they were doing.  The song is primarily about two women, Erin and Sue, who were 

integral in starting and connecting people for the Mountain Justice movement.  The story 

below is what Willie told me of the meaning behind this song, which is implied in the 

lyrics but not explicitly stated.   

[This story] is basically about the beginning of Mountain Justice, from my perspective, where I 

was in Blacksburg, [Virginia].  I had two really good friends named Erin McKelvy and Sue 
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Daniels.  Erin lives in Massachusettes now, but is lookin towards movin back to Southern 

Appalachia.  And Sue Daniels is no longer with us, she was killed.  But, Sue Daniels is who 

brought Larry [Gibson] to speak at Virginia Tech, [where I first heard about mountaintop 

removal].  That time that changed my life, and everybody else‟s life too.  And, me and Sue and 

Erin and a whole bunch of other people, came up here [to Larry‟s house at Kayford Mountain, 

West Virginia, where the interview was conducted], met Larry and everything, and came back to 

Virginia and started our little Mountain Justice group, and started, for me anyway, tryin to figure 

out grassroots organizing.  I really got motivated by this issue to figure that out.  So, me and Erin 

and Sue and a number of other people were kinda organizing this Mountain Justice group, and 

kinda figuring out what we were gonna do in Blacksburg and how it was gonna build and stuff, 

and just a few weeks into it, A & G Coal knocked a boulder off a mountaintop removal operation 

in Wise County, Virginia, and it rolled down the hill, and into [a] trailer, and killed this little boy.  

After that, a bunch of people from different parts of Appalachia all came there and marched 

together.  …It was at that march that Sue Daniels - she was a real key connector of people in the 

very early, almost the prelude, not even the first chapter, but the prelude to Mountain Justice [as 

the regional movement that exists today].  She did a lot to bring some college students and some 

Earth Firsters and Coal River Mountain Watch [members] together, to the table, and decide that 

we need to take cues from Mississippi Freedom Summer and we need to send a call, and we need 

to bring everybody here and do whatever can be done.  And she got that ball rollin and then, 

then… a couple months after that, this man who she was involved with on and off, who was not 

well… murdered her.  And he killed himself, and burned down her cabin.   

 She laid so many seeds and connected [all] these people.  I don‟t like to say that X couldn‟t have 

happened if not for Y, but this whole movement as we know it would not be happening in the 

same time, or with a lot of the same people, if it weren‟t for the work that she did.  And a lot of us 

who‟ve been around for six years or more who‟ve known her know about her contribution, but a 

lot of people don‟t know… who she is and what she did. 
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The song talks about coal and Jeremy Davidson [who was the little boy who was crushed by the 

boulder] getting killed, and startin Mountain Justice, but I never have written any lyrics to go into 

exactly what happened to Sue.” 

     He told me that while it is an important story for people to know in order to 

understand the full meaning of the song, he does not always tell it because it is 

emotionally taxing.  “I played the song the other day,” he said, “but I didn‟t feel like sittin 

there and tellin the whole story.” 

     “Ballad of Two Women” is a long narrative folk song which tells a clear story with a 

beginning, middle, and end.  However, if one did not know the story Willie told me, I am 

not sure if he/she would understand all the details of the meaning of the story within the 

song.  What comes across through the swift and passionate vocal delivery and quick 

strumming of the guitar in the key of G major is a sentimental tale with an activist 

message.  It is ambiguous who exactly Sue and Erin are, but their mission and the 

mission of the song‟s narrator is clear:  to end mountaintop removal and spread 

awareness about its impacts on people and the environment.  Also, the layering of two 

guitars and the voices of Willie with a woman named Becky Jean as well as band mate 

Joe Overton create a rich sound which evokes a community spirit.  Lyrics which refer 

specifically to “educating our community” build upon the outreach theme. 

     I had the pleasure of interviewing both of these musicians about how they became 

involved in activism and writing activist music, the role of music in the Mountain Justice 

movement, and their ideas about music as a tool for social change.  One idea that was 

important to both of them was that music can be a tool for resistance as well as an act of 

resistance.  Overton said, “Mountaintop removal is an attack that‟s happening in a lot of 
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different ways.  Local communities and individual kind of smaller cultures that are 

different from this sort of mainstream culture are being destroyed in a lot of different 

ways and a lot of different economic tools, mountaintop removal being one, is going after 

this community and is attacking this culture.  And so I think that playing traditional music 

from this culture and trying to preserve these cultural identities and community roots is a 

really important act.  And playing traditional music is an act of resistance in and of 

itself.”  This has been one of my guiding ideas throughout this project: learning Southern 

Appalachian traditions and spreading awareness about this culture can help to keep 

people in coal impacted communities from being bought out and forced away from their 

homes.  Many people say they feel like they live in a national sacrifice zone. 

     “Here, nearly everyone traces his lineage in the valley back six or eight generations, 

some ten or twelve,” Michael Shnayerson explains in his journalistic work Coal River 

about the surface mining impacted communities around Coal River Mountain and Coal 

River Valley in Southern West Virginia.  “The valley has rich traditions of storytelling, 

quilting and woodcrafts, ramp feasts, home gardening and canning, moonshine stills, 

bluegrass music, and more.  All that, along with the hills, is under siege today” 

(Shnayerson 2008: 8).  Like bluegrass music, fishing has long been a popular activity in 

Southern Appalachia.  A “fish fry” is a popular summertime party where friends and 

family get together and deep fry fish and other food like potatoes and onions, making 

“hushpuppies,” and the classic fried green tomatoes.  Yet at a fish fry I attended in Eagan, 

Tennessee, the fish were mostly store-bought.  This was not for lack of will or knowledge 

as to how to get fish out the streams: on the contrary, it was due to lack of edible fish in 

the streams.  “Crazy” Carol Judy, one of the party‟s hosts, is a passionate eco-feminist 
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and ginseng root digger who spends a lot of time in the forest around her home and has 

seen firsthand a gradual decline in wild food supplies, clearly due to mining and the 

pollution it leaves behind.  She is a bright light in the world, shining with her positive 

attitude.  Although she has experienced much hardship and destruction around her, she 

told me, “I don‟t do very well at being against anything I look at.”  She went on, “Yes I 

am for a healthy ecosystem and yes I know you have to stop takin that mountain off to 

enable that.  But I also know that a healthy ecosystem needs people workin in em, and I 

know it takes all of us.  And I‟m a root digger and I run with other root diggers.” 

     Like Shnayerson, I have been to Coal River Valley, West Virginia, as well as Eagan, 

Tennessee, and I have heard stories of the same concerns over the “dying mountain 

culture.”  Coal River Mountain Watch is a grassroots group which works to protest local 

surface mining including MTR projects.  When I visited their head quarters, they 

occupied one of four activist houses in a row in Rock Creek, West Virginia.  There I 

interviewed an intern named Paul, a student at Oberlin College in Ohio.  I was sitting 

around in the backyard talking with a few interns when he told us the story of how he and 

a friend had bonded with a group of miners the night before.  This does not often happen 

in Coal River Valley, where tensions are high between mountain defense activists and the 

coal miners who are inundated with anti-environmentalist propaganda by the companies 

who employ them.  Paul said,  

“I took a walk with my friend Jonathan, we were going up towards the cemetery on Kayford 

Mountain, just to kinda get away from the crowd a little bit.  And I had my banjo, and we ran into 

this crowd of a guy on a pickup truck and a couple on ATVs and they yelled at us, „Play us a song 

on that banjo!‟  And so we did and then [they said] „Play another one!‟  And we were playing for 

them, and then he asked if we wanted to go play for his dad who was sick, and you know, [we] 
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agreed to do it.  And ended up borrowing his truck to drive there, and it was, it was interesting.  

The next thing we knew we were at his house.  And people were definitely, you know, we got 

weird looks when we got outta the car, cause like, we're obviously outsiders.  But as soon as we 

played a song, it was like we had made these friends, and it was really amazing and really 

powerful.”   

In the summer of 2010 when I met Paul, he was working on setting up a workshop to 

teach community members how to make gourd banjos, a skill he learned at Oberlin.   

“I'm trying to put together a [workshop to] promote local crafts, and promote this mountain culture 

that's dying.  And so I'm trying to put together a gourd banjo building workshop using local 

materials.  Cause when I took the workshop it was really wonderful when I built my gourd banjo 

to find something that I knew I loved and wanted to continue for the rest of my life.  So, I'm 

hoping to pass that to people.  And also, hopefully plant little seeds of music.”   

Again, he brought up the miners he met.   

“In the community that I went to last night, when I went and played music at the miner's house, 

one of them made a comment that it was so wonderful to have people playing music there, because 

all there is is alcohol, drugs and coal.”   

     This story speaks to the power of music to connect people in unexpected ways.  It is 

vital to the success any social and environmental movement to find some kind of 

common ground with those who are pitted against the cause.  In this case, there is no 

reason for miners to have malicious feelings toward activists, who are concerned about 

the loss of mining jobs due to mechanization.  Yet company officials spread lies about 

environmental groups.  At a Friends of America rally sponsored by Massey Energy in 

Holden, West Virginia, Massey CEO Don Blankenship, after listing other organizations 

like the EPA which regulate coal mining, stated “Next in line tryin to give your jobs 
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away are the easy to recognize environmental nuts.  They‟re easy to recognize because 

they‟re the ones that are chained to your equipment or hanging from your trees.  And yes 

I said your trees.  You see you own the trees, we have a deed to the trees and the trees are 

part of our private property.”  While the Massey and other coal companies do own much 

of the land they work on, they do not own the water they pollute or the people whose 

bodies they poison.  Blankenship added that so-called “environmental extremists” are one 

of the “enemies” of coal miners, and American labor in general.  Blankenship claimed 

that he works to “defend American labor,” but in reality his company and many others 

are destroying American labor opportunities as they destroy mountains through 

increasing mechanization (Freeman and Evans 2011). 

     The story above also relates to Mountain Justice activists‟ commitment not only to 

defending the ecology and people of the mountains, but also the mountain culture of the 

region.  Catfish Mercury Load, like Here‟s to the Long Haul, formed as a bluegrass band 

because of their involvement with Mountain Justice.  In Catfish Mercury Load‟s case, 

they met at a United Mountain Defense march in the summer of 2009 against the 

Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), a government owned corporation which does a lot of 

work with coal and functions suspiciously like a private corporation, not a public 

institution.  Jason Robinson, lead vocalist, reminisced that Bonnie, a non-profit manager 

of UMD knew half of the band members separately from the others, and suggested that 

they put their musical skills together and play at the TVA march.   

“I talked to [future bandmates Tony and Corrie] on the phone, and man, the more I talked to em on 

the phone it was like, we‟ve gotta get together and play.  And so the first time we played together 
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was at the TVA march.  That morning we met, and then we played like, an hour maybe.  It worked 

out really good, we were so excited about it.”   

Now the group has played at many benefits for UMD and the Knoxville activist/art space 

The Birdhouse.  “UMD is our people,” Jason laughed, “you know, we love that.” 

 

Figure 4:  Catfish Mercury Load‟s logo. 

     While the members of Catfish Mercury Load were very modest and would not refer to 

themselves as activists, their very name is a reference the water pollution that is common 

side effect of surface mining, causing fish like catfish to accumulate high levels of 

mercury in their bodies, making them dangerous for human consumption.  Tony, the 

upright bassist, said  
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“As a musician, I just don‟t think there‟s a clear separation between politics and art, just from 

where I‟m coming from.  Politically engaged art is absolutely necessary… This music has a lot of 

history of engagement with social and environmental issues.”   

The band had just played live on the local Knoxville radio station, WDVX.  Band 

member Corey Dugan added,  

“People respond to music more positively than they do just words or speech, right?  We could‟ve 

gotten on the radio and said, you know, mountaintop removal is bad, you all, every time you flick 

the lights on, [etc].  You know, music is an easily digestible form.  It‟s catchier, so it‟s gonna get 

people to think about it, and it‟s gonna stick longer.”   

     Dugan went on to discuss the song “Paradise,” by John Prine.  Written in 1971, it has 

been a popular anti-strip mining song for decades.  Dugan said,  

“A song like John Prine‟s „Paradise,‟ [for example,] people were [saying] „Man that‟s catchy.‟  

John Prine in the 1975 concert at Royal Albert Hall or whatever, if he said his opinions about coal 

mining, it would have been lost probably forever.  But the fact that he wrote a song about coal 

mining that was catchy, it lasts.  So music is a very powerful way of getting people to think about 

making this – you know, no one likes to be lectured at – so to me it‟s like one of the perfect 

mediums to get the message across.”   

I agree with Dugan wholeheartedly: music is both a way of writing history and 

communicating with those who otherwise would not want to listen.  Wendell Berry, the 

noteworthy environmental writer and activist, wrote about the destruction of the town of 

Paradise, Muhlenburg County, Kentucky. 

“In the name of Paradise, Kentucky, and in its desecration by the strip miners, there is no shallow 

irony.  It was named Paradise because, like all of Kentucky in the early days, it was recognized as 

a garden, fertile and abounding and lovely; some pioneer saw that it was good.  („Heavan,‟ said 
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one of the frontier preachers, „is a Kentucky of a place.‟)  But the strip miners have harrowed 

Paradise, as they would harrow heaven itself were they to find coal there.  Where the little town 

once stood in the shade of its trees by the river bank, there is now a blackened desert.  We have 

despised our greatest gift, the inheritance of a fruitful land.  And for such despise – for the 

destruction of Paradise – there will be hell to pay” (Berry 1975: 33). 

     Like Paradise, Kentucky, Kayford Mountain, West Virginia has seen a drastic change 

in the landscape, from rolling green hills to a sweeping gray “moonscape.”  Larry 

Gibson‟s family has lived on or near Kayford Mountain since the late 18
th

 century.  Once 

a lush mountain forest filled with bears and towering trees, Kayford Mountain now looks 

like this.   

 

Figure 5:  Larry Gibson, standing at the edge of his property overlooking one of the 

largest MTR sites in West Virgina. 
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     Gibson‟s property used to be on a lower part of the mountain.  Now he owns the 

highest point.  This is why he started his group, Keepers of the Mountains Foundation, 

which works to end MTR.  He hosts tours of his property to spread awareness about 

MTR and serve as a space for environmental education.  Several activists I interviewed 

said that they did not understand the horrors of mountaintop mining until they saw it for 

themselves, and for many that was the MTR site bordering Larry‟s land.  His home has 

been shot at multiple times, and the activist events he holds have been crashed by angry 

coal miners.  Despite the dangers of publicly protesting the industry which employs many 

people in the area, Larry and many others continue to speak their minds and work to end 

mountaintop removal.  As activist Judy Bonds said, “There ARE no jobs on a dead 

planet.” 

     Elaine Purkey is a West Virginia songwriter who sings passionate songs about 

resistance in Appalachia.  Her song “Keepers of the Mountains” is directly about 

Gibson‟s organization.  She sings, “We‟re the keepers of the mountains, as Larry Gibson 

has said.  Love em, leave em, but I warn you: don‟t destroy them or leave them for dead.”  

I learned this ballad and included it in my performance, Songs of the Mountains, Songs of 

Resistance.  I have only heard it sung a cappella, and cannot imagine it any other way.  

The lyrics are striking and dramatic, the narrator is enraged at the destruction she sees 

around her.  “When will they stop this destruction?  When will they ever leave?  Just go 

back to where they came from, let us live in our mountains and be free.”  Purkey also 

brings up the fact that many politicians in West Virginia and throughout Southern 

Appalachia are paid off by the coal companies to make policy decisions that benefit 

businesses, not people.  In reference to coal executives like Massey CEO Don 
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Blankenship, Purkey sings, “We‟ll hunt you down like outlaws, we‟ll expose you for 

what you are: greedy thieving murderers who buy and sell our law making liars.” 

     Eric Blevins is yet another Mountain Justice volunteer who writes songs about the 

movement.  Blevins is a young activist who has perched high in the trees to defend 

against deforestation and blasting in an organized tree sit and has traveled the country 

with the Mountain Justice Roadshow spreading awareness about the worldwide addiction 

to Appalachian coal.  Two striking verses to his song “Will the Mountains Set Us Free” 

go “Folks are being forced to move from land they‟re rooted to as boulders hit their 

homes and floods destroy them too.  There‟s coal waste in the water causin‟ cancer and 

disease and coal waste in the air makin‟ it harder to breathe.  But the coal jobs are the 

best jobs so what are folks to do?  They‟re turning to prescription drugs and away from 

diggin‟ roots.”  “Diggin‟ roots” is a reference to the tradition of ginseng root digging, 

practiced by a “Crazy” Carol Judy, noted above.  Blevins continues, “But if the land were 

controlled by some true mountaineers, they‟d drive the bosses off and save it for their 

great grand kids.  But people flip on lights and mountains explode, from New York to 

China they‟re usin‟ Appalachian coal.  So as the oceans rise, where will the people go?  

Will the mountains still be there, or will they all be stripped bare?  Will the mountains set 

us free, or will we all be washed to the sea?”  When I asked Blevins what inspires him to 

write political music, he answered “I feel a need to bring creativity and music to this fight 

against injustice, and I‟ve seen how inspiring that can be.  I‟ve seen how friends I have 

within the movement, folks like the guys in the band Here‟s to the Long Haul who write 

songs and use them to make the movement strong.  Seeing stuff like that inspires me.”  

He went on, “At the base of it, just the pain of seeing the destruction of the mountains, it 
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makes me feel we need to do something about it.  And I started writing songs and it just 

became a natural thing to start writing songs about, since it was something that was such 

a major part of my life.”  Eric told me that he considers himself an activist first, and that 

is where he devotes most of his time.  Yet his political folk music is really great to listen 

to and accessible to learn.  It is clear that the lyrics are coming from a person who is well 

versed in the issues he sings about.  

 

Figure 6:  Eric Blevins in a tree sit on Coal River Mountain, West Virginia. 

     David Rovics is a political folk singer-songwriter who writes “songs for social 

significance,” about the history of the labor movement and many contemporary social 

and environmental justice causes such as the anti-war and Earth First! movements.  He 

wrote a song about coal miner‟s union history called “The Battle of Blair Mountain” 
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about one of the largest union uprisings in American history.  Ironically, this mountain of 

historical significance is slated to be mountaintop mined.  Many Mountain Justice 

activists are working to stop this desolation of what has become not only a mountain but 

a people‟s history monument. 

     There are many artists writing music about what is happening in Southern Appalachia.  

It has been a life changing phenomena for those who live in the thick of the coal fields.  I 

have heard many involved say that they never thought they would become activists, but 

they have been forced by these drastic circumstances to fight for the home they know and 

love.  Many activists are also branching out and writing new movement-related lyrics to 

popular folk songs, even though they may not have pictured themselves becoming 

musicians.  The practice of changing lyrics to suit a new cause has been common in the 

history of folk music in America.  For example, in Mark Allan Jackson‟s Prophet Singer, 

he spends part of a chapter outlining the ways in which Woody Guthrie‟s classic song 

“This Land is Your Land” has been appropriated for many causes since it was written in 

the early 1940s (Jackson 2007).   

      Dana Kuhnline lives in Charleston, West Virginia, and is one example of a passionate 

activist who has changed the lyrics to folk songs to be sung by groups at protests.  She 

wrote cause-appropriate versions of “We Shall Not Be Moved,” “Bella Ciao,” “Goin‟ 

Down the Road Feelin‟ Bad,” an updated version of “Which Side Are You On?” and my 

personal favorite, Guthrie‟s “So Long, It‟s Been Good to Know You.”  This re-

appropriation fits well with its original theme: the mass migration of people out of the 

Dust Bowl in Oklahoma and nearby states during the Great Depression in the 1930s.  

Kuhnline‟s version tells the story of how people in Southern Appalachia are being forced 
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out of their ancestral homelands because of surface mining.  “The strip mine hit and it hit 

like thunder, it dusted us over and it dusted us under, it blocked up our eyes and it 

clogged up our lungs and straight from their homes all the people did run, singin 

So Long, it's been good to know yuh, this dusty old mine is a-getting my home and I've 

got to be moving along.”  

     Matt Landon, the UMD volunteer coordinator, has also written some catchy versions 

of popular folk songs, such as “Study War No More,” to “Dig for Coal No More” and 

“Folson Prison Blues” to “Coal Train Blues.”  The latter goes, “I hear a train a coming, 

it‟s rollin round the bend carrying away our mountains since I don‟t know when.  I‟d put 

coal barons in prison and keep our mountains free, but that train keeps rollin for the coal 

company.  When I was just a baby, my mama told me, „Run!  Always be a good kid, 

don‟t ever kill no one!‟  But I took that to mean animals, as well as air in the sky.  When I 

smell that coal a burning, I hang my head and cry (from acid rain).”   

     When Matt started doing “listening projects” with United Mountain Defense in 2005, 

he camped on different friend‟s properties around Zeb Mountain, a mountain in East 

Tennessee that was slated to be surface mined, and he decided to do a lot more singing 

himself.   

When I started working on the Mountain Justice campaign in 2005, I made a conscious effort to 

stop listening to pre-recorded music.  So, at that point I had just copied down a lot of songs that I 

knew, or songs that I wanted to sing, and had the Mountain Justice Songbook, and camped out in 

Elk Valley.  So I camped out there on different people‟s property who we met through listening 

projects, and I just sang.  I sang to myself, and I sang to other people. 
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This is yet another way of looking at the connection between music and activism.  Matt 

was going out and doing fieldwork, and this intense project he was doing, camping every 

night, inspired him to practice singing himself rather than relying on electricity and 

recorded songs to provide him with music.  Since hearing this story I have been inspired 

to do less head phones-wearing and more singing as I walk through the world. 

     Music and activism have been woven closely together throughout the twentieth 

century and into the twenty-first in Southern Appalachia.  From music about coal mining, 

to music about MTR, from songs of sorrow and loss to songs of joy and community, from 

contemporary homegrown tunes to keepin the old ones ringing strong, the people of 

Appalachia have been singing.  I am so thankful for having met all the amazing 

activist/musicians I have met, and I wish them strength in the journey ahead. 
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Chapter 3, Songs of the Mountains, Songs of Resistance: a thesis 

performance 

     The idea of learning and performing songs as I researched them was at the heart of 

this project from the beginning.  For the structure of this performance, I looked at the way 

other political singer-songwriters present their material.  It was meant to be both 

educational and entertaining.  In this chapter, I will discuss several artists who influenced 

the way I organized the performance.  I will reflect on what I have learned through this 

process and how I have grown as a musician, as well as my methods for learning and 

practicing the songs.   

     The life and music of Woody Guthrie was a major influence for this project.  

Guthrie‟s music was politically and socially aware throughout his life.  For example, 

many do not realize that what is probably his most well known song, “This Land is Your 

Land,” was a critical, radical response to Irving Berlin‟s popular tune “God Bless 

America.”  Woody was annoyed that Berlin‟s song was so loved by the working people 

of America.  It was playing practically everywhere: in the diners, in the stores, on the 

radio, and people ate it up without considering its message.  Guthrie saw it as preaching 

blind nationalism towards a country with a government that allowed masses of people to 

live in poverty during and after the great depression.  This pro-America song was 

targeted to those masses of people.  Woody saw the awful, unsanitary refugee camps that 

whole families had to live in that sprung up all over the country during that time.  They 

were nicknamed “Hoovervilles” in honor of the current president.  This song was also 

preaching nationalism that allowed a small minority of the population to hoard most of 
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the nation‟s wealth and live in wasteful luxury.  Not surprisingly, Irving Berlin was one 

of those privileged few.  In this song, Woody wonders, “Did God bless America for me?” 

which was the original name of his song (Jackson 2007 19-47).  Like the music in my 

performance, Guthrie‟s songs tell stories about the people‟s history of the U.S.  The sixth 

verse to “This Land” goes, “One bright sunny morning in the shadow of the steeple / By 

the relief office I saw my people – As they stood hungry, I stood wondering if God 

blessed America for me [later became: if this land‟s still made for you and me]” (21).  

This verse relates directly to Guthrie‟s motives in writing his music: he worked to inform 

as well as entertain.  Other verses in this song are satirical and funny; Guthrie uses those 

moments to lead into the darker, more realist place of the sixth verse.  In the performance 

I put together, I worked to balance humor and songs of joy with songs of lamentation.  A 

combination of these approaches can help create a dynamic piece of art that maintains an 

audience‟s attention.  

     Here‟s to the Long Haul‟s performance structure was also an inspiration for this 

project.  HttLH has traveled around the country playing politically charged bluegrass and 

old time music.  Along with their concerts, they offered free workshops about 

mountaintop removal coal mining and other grassroots skills and methods, which they led 

at community centers and colleges like New College.  “Their traditional arrangements 

celebrate the culture and life of the mountains while their original songs tell stories of 

everyday people living everyday lives and trying to stand up for what's right” their 

website reads.  “The band embodies a synthesis of artistic expression, grassroots activism 

and transformative education.”  HttLH‟s mission as a band was a major inspiration for 

this project.  I worked to spread awareness about the same issues they did, and through a 
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similar artistic expression.  I told stories in a similar way that they did before each song, 

explaining the music‟s context so that the lyrics would be easier to understand.  I also 

gave a workshop version of the performance at the 2011 All Power to the Imagination 

Conference, in which I facilitated a conversation similar to the kinds HttLH led in their 

workshops. 

     A final influence for this performance was the style of the political folk singer-

songwriter David Rovics, who I interviewed in November 2010 when he performed at 

New College.  When I saw him play music, he told colorful, informative stories before 

each of his songs which provided a background for the narratives within the music.  The 

stories and songs combine to build excitement and an introduction to the issues he sings 

about.  Many of his songs serve as short history lessons.  David said, 

I think music can be a great way to introduce somebody to a subject: introducing them to maybe 

some little bit of the feeling that people have that's associated with the subject, or the kinds of 

feelings that were at play at the time that an event was taking place.  And then, of course, to really 

learn about the subject, you have to read books and get a lot more information than can be 

provided in a song.  But a song, it can be the best vehicle for bringing somebody to a situation or a 

historical event, at least in the beginning.  It's really useful.   

I absolutely agree: in my performance, I hoped to spark an interest in the Mountain 

Justice movement in my audience.  Outside the theater, I provided free pamphlets about 

mountaintop removal and copies of United Mountain Defense‟s newspaper, The 

Tennessee Mountain Defender.  One of my goals was to encourage the audience to learn 

more about this cause and help them to see how this issue affects all Americans, not just 

people in Appalachia.  It also affects people around the world: MTR is practiced at 
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increasing rates in China and Columbia, for example, although I did not explore this 

aspect of the topic in the performance.  Instead I focused specifically on coal in the U.S. 

     I aimed to make my performance, Songs of the Mountains, Songs of Resistance 

educational in a few different ways.  I discussed the impacts of mountaintop removal coal 

mining on people and the environment and connected this to the history of coal 

companies abusing Appalachian residents in camp towns and in the dangers of the deep 

mines.  I focused on the music of resistance of three different time periods: the 1930s and 

40s, the 1960s and 70s, and today.  I also discussed my internship with United Mountain 

Defense and my experiences with other Mountain Justice affiliated groups like the 

Keepers of the Mountains Foundation and Coal River Mountain Watch.  Hopefully the 

information I provided about these groups had the potential to inspire audience members 

to research the organizations and maybe even volunteer on their own.   

     Another goal was that I grow as a musician by learning the collection of songs.  I 

worked hard to learn about sixteen songs, but for time‟s sake I performed twelve of them.  

While I have been singing and playing guitar for years, this performance stretched me in 

new ways musically.  For example, I played “Which Side Are You On” by Florence 

Reece on a friend‟s banjo, which I learned how to play for this performance.  I am 

certainly no virtuoso, but I have learned some rudimentary banjo chords and classic 

picking patterns.  Also, I learned about traditional Appalachian ballad singing for this 

project.  Sarro, a United Mountain Defense volunteer, helped to introduce me to this 

genre.  She sings ballads herself such as “Come All You Coal Miners” by Sara Ogan 

Gunning, which I sang for my performance.  The artists Michael and Carrie Kline were 

also influential in my explorations.  I watched Michael sing “They Can‟t Put It Back” at 
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Larry Gibson‟s Independence Day celebration, and it inspired me to learn more a capella 

ballads, including that one.  I have gained an understanding of how to sing in this style 

and the importance annunciating each word of the narratives in the ballads so that the 

audience can follow the story. 

     The process of learning material and performance styles for this project began during 

my internship with United Mountain Defense.  I spent much of my down time during the 

internship sitting down with the songbook Songs of the Mountains, Songs of the Summer 

by a Mountain Justice activist called Icky and practicing the first two songs I learned: 

“Coal Tattoo” and “Paradise.”  When I returned to Florida I proceeded to learn more 

songs.  Voices from the Mountains: The people of Appalachia – their faces, their words, 

their songs, collected and recorded by Guy and Candie Carawan, also played a key role 

in the songs I chose to learn for this performance.  This book was useful because it 

provided sheet music for many of the songs I researched.  This made it possible for me to 

practice singing melodies as I played them on the piano.  I also used the music in both 

songbooks to determine the guitar chord progressions. 

     I used recordings to help determine guitar strumming patterns, because these were not 

provided in the songbooks.  While this is not the most precise way to learn strumming 

patterns, I have found it effective.  Spending time listening to recordings was also helpful 

in understanding singing styles like ballad singing.  I spend significant time with both 

Sara Ogan Gunning and Elaine Purkey‟s recordings, listening to the way they 

embellished the melodies I read in the sheet music.  While I aimed to make my renditions 

my own, I gave attention to both the artist‟s written and recorded versions of their songs. 
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     In addition to using songbooks and recordings, I used transcription as a method of 

learning material.  I transcribed the chords and melody to Willie Dodson‟s “Hog Killin 

Day.”  Dodson has written down the chords and lyrics to many of his songs, which are 

available in a Mountain Justice songbook he put together.  For “Hog Killin Day,” I 

worked out both the chords and the melody, which would be very useful for someone 

who had never heard the song before.  Although I did not perform it, the process of 

transcribing was a valuable experience.  Transcribing can record folk music and other 

oral traditions that might not otherwise transcend time if not passed on to enough people.  

It is an important ability for anyone interested in the study of folk music, and I am glad I 

improved on this skill during this project. 

     I started working with the group of friends/musicians who performed around the end 

of January.  We met in a large group to start off, where we all discussed the songs I had 

researched and which ones each person was most interested in learning.  As a group (with 

my direction) we decided that “Paradise” by John Prine and “Wagon Wheel” by Old 

Crow Medicine Show would be the large group numbers.   

     Sara Stovall and I performed “Black Waters” by Jean Ritchie together.  Sara, Chrissy 

Martin and I performed Billy Edd Wheeler‟s “They Can‟t Put It Back” a cappella and 

included the third verse by Michael Kline.  Sarah McManus, Sara, Chrissy and I sang 

“Union Maid” by Woody Guthrie, also a cappella. 

      Jeremy Zorn plays the guitar, bass, banjo, trombone, harmonica and pretty much any 

instrument he picks up within a few minutes.  He played guitar and sang for “Goin Down 

the Road Feelin Bad,” a song very familiar to both of us.  We sang it this time with 
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movement appropriate lyrics, my favorite of which went “Mountaintop removal must be 

stopped, Lord God, and I aint‟ gonna be treated this way!”  He also played harmonica on 

“Paradise” and banjo on “Wagon Wheel.”  Ashley King sang with Jeremy and I on “Goin 

Down the Road Feelin Bad,” and she sang and played guitar for “Paradise” and “Wagon 

Wheel.”  Dinah Juergans sang and harmonized with me on “Which Side Are You On?”  

We worked together to build a sound that we hope captured its eerie, striking subject 

matter.  She also sang for “Paradise” and “Wagon Wheel.”  Aaron Amram is an actor and 

playwright, and he read a quote from an interview I did with Willie Dodson from Here‟s 

to the Long Haul before I played their song “Ballad of Two Women.”  Sam Chillaron 

also read a quote, this one by activist Larry Gibson.  Kaitlyn Bock joined the ensemble 

for “Wagon Wheel.” 

     Elliott Countess played and sang on “Coal Tattoo,” “Shady Grove,” “Paradise,” and 

“Wagon Wheel.”  Flint Blade also played these; his main instrument is the Chapman 

Stick, an electric guitar with the range of both a six string guitar and a bass guitar, 

designed for tapping the strings on the fret board with both hands instead of strumming 

with a pick or fingers with the dominant hand and hitting the strings on the fret board 

with the opposite hand.  His instrument points to the fact that Mountain Justice is a 

movement which promotes cultural diversity, where djembe drums have been known to 

be played alongside banjos and acoustic guitars around the fire at training camps and 

community events.  Flint‟s recently created instrument is an American instrument, 

designed in California, not by any means a traditional Appalachian instrument.  Yet it 

was played in the performance, begging the question, what is folk music?  Is it still folk if 

you plug your instrument in?  Who decides what constitutes folk music?  Personally, I 
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prefer Woody Guthrie‟s definition of a folk song, which, again, reads “A folk song is 

what‟s wrong and how to fix it or it could be who‟s hungry and where their mouth is or 

who‟s out of work and where the job is or who‟s broke and where the money is or who‟s 

carrying a gun and where the peace is.”  Flint played with Elliott and I on “Coal Tattoo” 

and “Shady Grove,” and with the group on “Paradise” and “Wagon Wheel.”   

     The concert was held in the newly built Black Box Theater at New College.  I chose to 

set up the theater around the built-in projector screen, which faces directly toward the 

main doors.  I put the musicians at stage left, angled in the corner to face the audience, 

whose chairs were set up in a semi circle facing the musicians.  I placed a big rug on 

stage to mark the performance space.  There were three chairs and two music stands set 

up, as well as two amps for electric instruments and two microphones with boom mic 

stands.   

     For this performance, I learned 16 songs and performed twelve.  I played the banjo, 

guitar, djembe drum, and I sang accompanied and a cappella.  I was joined by 11 

instrumentalists and singers playing a range of styles from bluegrass to ballads to folk to 

music in between genres.  I told stories about the resistance of the past, of my own 

experiences in Southern Appalachia, and of the people there who proactively work to 

save the mountains they call home.  
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Conclusions 

     Environmental and cultural devastation like that which is caused by mountaintop 

removal begs the question, what can be done to alleviate the damage?  How can we build 

a society that does not rely on fossil fuels like coal, on the deforestation, blasting and 

contamination of our planet, nor on the endless taking and consuming of resources 

required by the capitalist system and the military industrial complex it supports?  

Activists in Southern Appalachia and across the globe are thinking about the ways we as 

a human species can work to repair the damage that has been done.  We can look to the 

past for life ways that have been practiced before industrialization as well as to the 

innovations of the present to build a community centered, just and ecologically healthy 

society for the future. 

     Replacements for coal that many activists advocate for are wind and solar energy.  

According to The Appalachian Regional Commission, the four states of the Central 

Appalachian region could generate 52,000 new jobs in these “renewable energy” sectors, 

and 26,000 in Tennessee alone (Glasmeier 2007).  However, these sources of energy do 

not address the larger power structure which keeps people out of control of their own 

lives.  Wind and solar energy are possible to maintain at a personal level, but they can 

never replace the amount of power humans get from fossil fuels.  As suggested in 

Dodson‟s “Hog Killin Day,” there are more grassroots-level ways of making the world a 

safer, cleaner place, such as growing gardens. 

     Shnayerson points to Appalachian mountain traditions which are “under siege” much 

like the mountains themselves (2008: 8).  Like fishing and traditional music, gardening is 
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another past time that many activists today see as valuable and worthy of continuation.  

For example, the United Mountain Defense House had several plots about 12 feet by four 

feet which they have used for growing vegetables.  Also, the Coal River Mountain Watch 

and Climate Ground Zero houses I visited in Rock Creek, West Virginia had a healthy 

garden.  Finally, “Crazy” Carol Judy had a plot in her yard spanning about the length of a 

football field.  It was at her house where I first tried the famed “fried green tomato” made 

from green tomatoes picked in her garden.  This is a great way to use green tomatoes that 

have fallen off the branch before ripening and turning red.  Turning the lawns many 

Americans maintain in their yards into food forests, gardens or at least sites for native 

plants which require small amounts of water is an essential way to decrease the use of 

fossil fuels like coal which oppress the people and wildlife who live in extraction areas.  

Industrial agriculture, which dominates the U.S. food market, uses fossil fuels at all levels 

of production, from the gasoline-run tractors that plow the fields to 18-wheeler trucks that 

deliver produce to supermarkets across the country.  In The Omnivore’s Dilemma, 

Michael Pollan explains, 

Ecology teaches that all life on earth can be viewed as a competition among species for the solar 

energy captured by green plants and stored in the form of complex carbon molecules.  A food 

chain is a system for passing those calories on to species that lack the plant‟s unique ability to 

synthesize them from sunlight.  The industrial revolution of the food chain, dating to the close of 

World War II, has actually changed the fundamental rules of this game.  Industrial agriculture has 

supplanted a complete reliance on the sun for our calories with something new under the sun: a 

food system that draws much of its energy from fossils fuels instead.  (Of course, even that energy 

originally came from the sun, but unlike sunlight it is finite and irreplaceable.)  …The food 

industry burns nearly a fifth of all the petroleum consumed in the United Sates.  Today it takes 
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between seven and ten calories of fossil fuel energy to deliver one calorie of food energy to an 

American plate (Pollan 2006, 7 and 183). 

It is clear that the way Americans eat plays a huge role in the amount of fossil fuels our 

country consumes.  Thus, many activists in Southern Appalachia, like many who lived 

there before the economy was centered on coal, are using their land to grow food for 

family consumption.  People today cultivate their land despite challenges like local water 

pollution.  Like music, gardening can be a community building activity that residents 

continue in spite of the difficulties mountaintop removal creates for those who continue 

to live in coal-impacted areas.  

     Music and the arts in general can spread awareness about these issues of oppression in 

a different and equally important way as more scientific presentations of knowledge and 

stories can.  Music has the power to touch people on a visceral level.  This is a way of 

reaching a wide audience, a way of communicating to the masses.  Singer-songwriter 

David Rovics reminded me, “The powers at be really know how useful music is, too.  

You know, it's not just some fantasy that idealistic hippies have about the power of 

music, it is something that is well recognized by the military, by the corporate elite.  They 

all use music to inspire their troupes and sell their products.”  Activists in Southern 

Appalachia use the power of music in more positive, inclusive ways, such as for 

education about political issues, historical events, and the importance and beauty of 

nature and wildlife.   

     Music can also help to build the ecological communities of the future.  Music brings 

people together to relax, be entertained, to dance, and sometimes to learn.  Folk music in 

particular provides many opportunities for group sing-a-longs, which give singers a 
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feeling of group solidarity.  This is a feeling I have felt while watching many folk 

concerts and playing music in group jam sessions.  As people work to keep the mountains 

and culture of Southern Appalachia alive, they are singing.  As I imagine a brighter 

world, I am singing and full of hope. 
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 Thesis Performance Script 

Sara:  Hello, welcome everyone.  [Image of Caudill Homeplace before MTR] Today I 

will play a series of songs which evoke the place and culture, and the struggle and 

defiance, of Southern Appalachia.  The people of this region have a rich history of 

resistance: from the early twentieth century to the 1970s  with union organizing against 

the economic hegemony that was and still is King Coal, and from the 1970s to today in 

the form of resistance against the most destructive method of coal mining: mountaintop 

removal.  [Image of Caudill Homeplace after MTR]  The U.S. currently gets half its 

electricity from coal fired power plants.  Coal has been extracted by deep mining since 

the late 18
th

 century.  There are many health problems for those who work in deep mines.  

Yet deep mining does not destroy entire ecosystems, and it does not put the people in 

surrounding communities in danger.  Before mountaintop removal, other forms of surface 

mining were practiced, like strip mining, where workers blast into the sides of a 

mountain.  Starting in the 1970s, coal mining reached a level of mechanization more 

destructive than even other forms of surface mining.  This new kind of mining has been 

referred to as “surface mining on steroids.” [new slide, dragline]  Coal companies are 

using enormous, twenty-story high machines to blast away entire mountaintops.  The 

machines require few workers to operate and can access thinner seams of coal than the 

old deep mining could.  The incredibly biodiverse temperate rainforests and the culturally 

unique communities of Southern Appalachia are being devastated for smaller and smaller 

amounts of this coveted black rock we call coal.  [Show image of coal.] 
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The music you are about to hear is from a range of time periods, from the union battles of 

the early 1900s, to the strip mining laments of the 1960s and 70s, to the passionate protest 

songs of today.   

This first song I‟m going to play for you all is the first song I was told to learn when I 

started work on this project.  [new slide, view from porch of UMD house]  I had just 

started my internship with United Mountain Defense in Knoxville, Tennessee.  [new 

slide, Matt]  Matt Landon, the group‟s volunteer coordinator, exclaimed “Coal Tattoo, 

you don‟t know that song?”  He ran up to the hot, dusty attic of the volunteer house and 

grabbed several tattered booklets and loose pages, one of them a songbook made by an 

activist a few years ago called Songs of the Mountains, Songs of the Summer, in which I 

found several of the songs I am going to play for you today, including “Coal Tattoo.” 

“Coal Tattoo” was written by West Virginian songwriter Billy Edd Wheeler in 1963.  

[new slide, miners loading coal]  The song tells the story of a miner who has been used 

abused.  A coal tattoo is a condition which stains the veins on the neck and side of the 

head dark blue.  It is caused by breathing in coal dust over a long period of time.  Even 

today, many deep mines do not have proper ventilation on a regular basis and only follow 

safety regulations when they know there will be an inspection.  Despite the health 

problems miners faced, the coal tattoo being only one, miners felt a sense of belonging in 

the coal mining culture of southern Appalachia.  [new slide, barren road on a strip mine 

site]  The narrator in this song is out of work, and laments that he fought so hard for the 

union and worked so hard in the mines, but now who‟s gonna fight for him?   

(Play “Coal Tattoo”) 
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Merle Travis was a famous country singer, born and raised in Rosewood, Mulenburg 

County, Kentucky.  He lived in a coal mining community where his father worked as a 

miner.  His family was all very musical, but it was thanks to a couple of other miners that 

he grew up to be the widely respected musician he was.  They taught eager young Merle 

their bluesy yet bouncy style that shaped his musical education.  He developed his 

famous “Travis style picking” during his formative years in the coal towns.  He wrote 

two of his most famous songs about the hard lives of the coal miners of his childhood.  

Both “Dark as a Dungeon” and “Sixteen Tons,” written in 1946, have become popular 

movement songs and are still played by many at rallies and other events.  This first one of 

Travis‟ is “Dark as a Dungeon.”  This song laments the harsh working conditions coal 

miners dealt with.  Yet, much like “Coal Tattoo,” the song considers that: “Like a fiend 

for his dope, or a drunkard his wine, a man will have lust for the lure of the mine.” 

(Aaron read quote.  Sing “Dark as a Dungeon”) 

[new slide, group picture at MJ summer]  This next song is skipping ahead in history 

about sixty years to the formation of the Mountain Justice movement, which resists 

against the abuses of coal companies in a different way than the unions did:  they work to 

end mountaintop removal coal mining.  They are a regional group which, among other 

goals, works to unite local anti-mountaintop removal groups and plan large actions and 

education events, like the Mountain Justice Summer and Mountain Justice Spring Break 

Camps.   

More specifically, this next song is the story of former Here‟s to the Long Haul band 

member Willie Dodson‟s involvement in the formation of Mountain Justice, and the lives 
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of two women activists who inspired him and many others to embark on this path.  It is 

called the Ballad of Two Women.  

I interviewed Willie in July 2010, and I‟m going to read a few words he said about the 

story in this song.  

(Aaron read.) 

“So, me and Erin and Sue and a number of other people were organizing this Mountain 

Justice group in Blacksburg, [Virginia], and just a few weeks into it, A & G Coal 

knocked a boulder off a mountaintop removal operation in Wise County, Virginia, and it 

rolled down the hill, and into [a] trailer, and killed this little boy.  After that, a bunch of 

people from different parts of Appalachia all came there and marched together.  …It was 

at that march that Sue Daniels did a lot to bring some college students and some Earth 

Firsters and Coal River Mountain Watch [members] together, to the table, and decide that 

we need to take cues from Mississippi Freedom Summer and we need to send a call, and 

we need to bring everybody here and do whatever can be done. She was a real key 

connector of people in the very early, almost the prelude, not even the first chapter, but 

the prelude to Mountain Justice [as the regional movement it is today].   And she got that 

ball rollin and then, then… a couple months after that, this man who she was involved 

with on and off, who was not well… murdered her.  And he killed himself, and burned 

down her cabin.   

     “She laid so many seeds and connected [all] these people.  I don‟t like to say that X 

couldn‟t have happened if not for Y, but this whole movement as we know it would not 

be happening in the same time, or with a lot of the same people, if it weren‟t for the work 
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that she did.  And a lot of us who‟ve been around for six years or more who‟ve known 

her know about her contribution, but a lot of people don‟t know… who she is and what 

she did.” 

(Play “Ballad of Two Women”) 

[new slide, Jean Ritchie young]  My next song is by Jean Ritchie.  As a native of Perry 

County, eastern Kentucky, she opposes surface mining and has throughout her life.  

Widely known as “the mother of folk,” she grew up singing songs with her family in 

work and relaxation, on walks through the hills and out on the front porch.  Alan Lomax, 

a folklorist, recorded the Ritchie family and considered them one of the great ballad 

singing families of the Southern Appalachians.  [new slide, Jean Ritchie now]  Now 87 

years old, Jean Ritchie is both a folklore scholar and practitioner.  She has published 

several songbooks of family favorites with personal anecdotes before each song.   

[new slide, contaminated creek in East Tennessee]  “Black Waters” is a song about the 

severe, toxic flooding that is a common side effect [new slide, same creek farther away] 

of strip mining, mountaintop removal, and coal fired power plants.  One of the most 

recent examples was the Tennessee Valley Authority coal ash disaster.  [new slide, coal 

ash in river]  A TVA  storage pond breach at a coal fired power plant caused over 1 

billion gallons of toxic waste to flood into the Tennessee river, a major source of drinking 

water for Tennessee and surrounding states.  [new slide, flooded houses]  As you can see, 

it destroyed a way of life for the people who lived along the river, not to mention the 

local wildlife.  Dead fish were seen washed ashore all along the affected area, 5.3 million 

cubic yards.  More total toxic material was flooded into the Tennessee river than oil was 
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flooded into the Gulf of Mexico during the recent BP oil spill.  This song imagines a 

world where there are “black waters, black waters, no more in our land!” 

(Play “Black Waters.”  Sara Stovall will accompany on fiddle.) 

Thanks, Sara!  [new slide, Sara Ogan Gunning young]  This next song is by an incredible 

woman, who also happens to be named Sara.  Her name was Sara Ogan Gunning, and she 

was one of the toughest ladies I‟ve ever heard of.  Sara lived her whole life in the coal 

fields of Kentucky.  Her father was a coal miner, and so was her husband.  They both 

died before their time in the mines.  Coal miners worked so hard, during parts of the year 

they never saw daylight, yet they got paid very little.  Often a miner‟s pay was not even 

enough to feed his family, and going hungry for days was not uncommon.  Sara lost her 

baby boy to hunger, and watched her neighbors‟ babies die the same way.  She knows 

what capitalism really means.  [new slide, Sara Ogan Gunning smiling]  As the late great 

Woody Guthrie said, her “homemade songs and speeches, made up from actual 

experience, are deadlier and stronger than rifle bullets, and have cut a wider swath than a 

machine gun could.  She sings about the Union… the One Big Union that has got to 

come… when the farmers and the working folks all over everywhere get together, shake 

hands, and stand side by side, and back to back, a fighting like hell out of the big rich 

guys that say they own all the land, all the hills, all the crops, and all the coal and iron 

and gold that‟s down under the ground.  [new slide, Sara Ogan Gunning looking strong 

and serious, older] 

“They claim they own all of this stuff.  Sara says they don‟t.  Sara says it belongs equal 

and alike to all of us.  I say Sara is right.  It damn shore don‟t belong to no one special 
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feller, nor no one special family, nor no few special families.  It belongs equal and alike 

to all of us.  Me, and you.  Us.” 

(Sing “Come All You Coal Miners”) 

 [new slide, scenic nature]  My next song includes pretty much all the musicians who are 

playing with me today.  This song is by John Prine, who grew up in Chicago, but went 

out to Kentucky frequently as a child with his family.  Like, “Coal Tattoo,” this is one of 

the songs I learned about during my thesis research where people say, “Oh, and surely 

you know „Paradise.‟”  I didn‟t, but now I know I do, and I can see why it is so popular.  

[new slide, strip mined area]  Paradise is so powerful largely because it speaks to the fact 

that the decisions we make now will effect generations to come.  Coal companies blast 

entire mountain ranges.  Those beautiful rolling hills will no longer be there for our 

children and their children to see.  That‟s why it is so important that we fight for the land 

that is left!  [new slide, overloaded coal train] 

(Play “Paradise.”  The following description of “Which Side Are You On?”is quoted 

largely from a songbook edited by Willie Dodson, although not fully quoted.) 

[new slide, strike picketers]  In 1931, coal miners in Harlan County were on strike. 

Armed company deputies roamed the countryside, terrorizing the mining communities, 

looking for union leaders to beat, jail, or kill.  But the coal miners, brought up tough and 

strong in the Kentucky mountain country, were not afraid to fight back.  Heads were 

bashed and bullets fired on both sides in what is referred to as Bloody Harlan. The mine 

owners and their hired deputies were on one side, the independent, free-wheeling 

Kentucky coal-miners on the other. 
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Florence Reece was the wife of one of the Harlan County union leaders, Sam Reece.  

Sheriff J. H. Blair and his men came to their home one night in search of Sam, and found 

Florence at home alone with their seven children.  Sam had received word that there 

might be a raid, so he did not come home that night.  They ransacked their house and then 

waited outside, hoping to meet Mr. Reece at his arrival. 

In a desperate rage after this incident, Florence Reece pulled a calendar page off the wall, 

sat at the kitchen table, and wrote the words to the legendary “Which Side Are You On?”  

The song became a theme of their strike and so many others throughout the twentieth 

century. 

 

(Play “Which Side Are You On?” then [new slide, coal mining women] lead into “Union 

Maid.”) 

 

This next one is a ballad by Billy Edd Wheeler, who also wrote “Coal Tattoo.”  Michael 

Kline, a great Appalachian folk artist and protester of surface mining since the 1970s 

added on the last verse I will sing.  I am definitely inspired by the way he sings it.   

[new slide, strip mining in Claiborne county]  This song is called “They Can‟t Put It 

Back.”  When coal companies use dynamite to remove the “overburden,” or the 

mountain, that lies above the coal seams, the land is left in a state of disrepair.   

Companies claim they “reclaim” the land afterward.  The thing is, when a piece of land 

loses its topsoil, it becomes barren.  There‟s no going back.  What companies do because 

they are legally required to reclaim the damaged area is spray hydroseed, which makes 

the appearance of a grassy plain.  Hydroseed is a mixture of seed and mulch that retains 
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its moisture and could grow on literally anything.  It could grow on my shirt.  It could 

grow on your shoes.  Companies also say, “This is actually helping the community 

because we are providing flat land for development, which will create more jobs.”  But a 

study came out in May 2010 that showed that 90% of MTR sites of not been used for 

economic development.  As activist Dana Kuhnline pointed out, there‟s a certain point 

where you have to look out and say, some of these mine sites are as big as the island of 

Manhattan – how many Manhattan-sized islands of development do we need in southern 

Appalachia?  The fact is that the coal industry is turning temperate rainforest and 

people‟s ancestral homelands into wasteland.  The lush forests and clear flowing streams 

cannot be put back, but the people can stand up and fight for mountains that remain.  

[new slide, women blocking coal trucks] 

(Sing “They Can’t Put It Back”) 

[new slide, nature]  This next one is about the lost shady grove I was just singing about.  

It took her a long time to grow, and now let‟s sing an ode to her. 

(Sing “Shady Grove”) 

[new slide, this machine kills fascists]  Woody Guthrie, who I read a quote from earlier 

about the late great Sara Ogan Gunning, wrote this next one.  One of the great things 

about Woody Guthrie‟s folk songs is that the lyrics are so easily changed to fit a new 

time, place, and movement.  Woody originally wrote “Goin Down the Road” about the 

mass migration of people out of the Dust Bowl in Oklahoma and nearby states during the 

Great Depression in the 1930s.  Now, we will sing this song about how people in 

southern Appalachia are being forced out of their ancestral homelands because of surface 



87 
 

mining.  The foundations of their homes are cracked, their lungs are damaged, and their 

water is poisoned, and many are saying that they aint gonna be treated this way. 

(Sing “Goin Down the Road”) 

[new slide, Larry]  Keeper of the Mountains Foundation is a group started by Larry 

Gibson.  His family has lived on or near Kayford Mountain since the late 18
th

 century.  

Now Kayford Mountain looks like this.  Gibson‟s property used to be on a lower part of 

the mountain.  Now he owns the highest point.  His home has been shot at multiple times, 

and the activist events he holds have been crashed angry company thugs.  Despite the 

dangers of publicly protesting the industry which employs many people in the area, Larry 

and many others continue to speak their minds and work to end mountaintop removal.  

As activist Judy Bonds said, “There ARE no jobs on a dead planet.”  Here‟s a few words 

from Larry. 

(Sam read quote.) 

"You could walk through the forest. You could hear the animals. The woods like to talk 

to you. You could feel a part of Mother Nature. In other words, everywhere you looked 

there was life. Now you put me on the same ground where I walked, and the only thing 

you can feel is the vibration of dynamite or heavy machinery. No life, just dust.” 

(Sing “Keepers of the Mountains”) 

 [new slide, fire]  This last one isn‟t exactly a protest song.  However, it is about the home 

so many southern Appalachians are fighting for these days.  It‟s a really popular one that 

a lot of artists from around the country know and love.  United Mountain Defense 
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actually had a “Wagon Wheel – a – thon” fundraiser in which many musicians played 

their own version of it.  While it‟s a great song and all, it has been heavily criticized for 

the fact that it is geographically incorrect.  I‟m not sure what Old Crow Medicine Show 

was thinking when they wrote those verses.  The lyrics go, “But he‟s a heading west from 

the Cumberland Gap to Johnson City, Tennessee.”  Well, I visited both of those places 

during my internship last summer, and I‟ll tell you, Johnson City is NOT west of the 

Cumberland Gap!  So, here tonight we will be singing the geographically correct version, 

in which Johnson City is in fact east of the Cumberland Gap. 

Bob Dylan wrote the chorus to this song, or so they say.  There is something about 

“Wagon Wheel” that feels so old and so right that it is questionable if Dylan really did 

write it from scratch, or if it was something he someone sing somewhere but could quite 

place.  Personally, I like that there‟s some mystery around it.  It makes it feel a little more 

magical.  And with that, I‟d like to welcome up practically all my friends.  Thank you so 

much everyone for coming, and everyone who helped to put this show together!  I 

couldn‟t have done it without you! 

(Play “Wagon Wheel”) 
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