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T here have been many attempts to write
the “great” American coal mining novel,
but each attempt has failed to attain the
lasting impact—the universality—
accorded to Richard Llewellyn’s How Green
Was My Valley, Emile Zola’s Germinal, and
other great novels written about European
coal miners and their families." Why is it
that men and women involved in the pro-
duction of American coal have not been
tmmortalized by a great novel, even
though the United States has been one of
the world’s largest producers of coal?
Since many people develop their under-
standing of values and history through
reading novels, fictional portrayals of coal
miners have colored popular perceptions
of not only the coal miner but the Ameri-
can labor movement in general. An exami-
nation of several novels written between
the years 1876 and 1981 reveals several
biases and suggests several explanations
for why the “great” American coal mining
novel has never been written. This paper
will explore the portrayal of American coal
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miners, their families, and their bosses, as
well as how that portrayal was infuenced
by the American labor movement.

Each of the novels have either a coal
mine or coal town as the setting for the
plot; they have been grouped by first pub-
lication date into five time periods: the rise
of industrialization, 1876-1895; the ascen-
dance of the United Mine Workers of
America, 1895-1910; the era of opulence
versus poverty, 1910-1929; the Great
Depression and World War 11, 1930-1945;
and the postwar era, 1945-1981.

1876-1895

The 1876-1895 period was a time of dras-
tic change in the United States. Not only
was business being revolutionized with the
likes of Andrew Carnegie, J. Pierpont
Morgan, and Commodore Cornelius Van-
derbilt, but American workers were mak-
ing themselves heard. The number of
strikes increased dramatically, and new
unions began, failed, and revived. Coal
miners were among those fighting for
union recognition. By 1890 the United
Mine Workers of America (UMA) had
been born. Many workers, frustrated by
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