bicycle and me with a borrowed and too
small single-speed. I was visiting her after
she had written me a letter on yellow legal
pad paper. The letter had, after all that
time, presented her feelings about trying
to be close, about the intimacy between us,
and then her distance and the active way
she pulled away out of fear. After we locked
up the bikes, we descended the steep side
of the riverbed. There were other people
down there and to tell the truth I don’t
remember what we did besides look at
the water. Maybe she explained to me the
history of the river and the mill. I only
remember the feeling of wanting to retell
the feeling of that moment, happiness to
be around Britt again. This[MS25] is what
Crabb does with all the stories in Doris: we
are to remember the people we have met.

ON DIANE GILLIAM FISHER’S

Kettle Bottom
TEOW LIM GOH

Diane Gilliam Fisher’s Kettle Bottom is a
volume of poems set in the West Virginia
coal wars of 1920–21. In the spring of
1920, the United Mine Workers of America began to organize the southern West
Virginia mines. On May 19, the company
Stone Mountain Coal sent armed guards
from the Baldwin-Felts Detective Agency
into the town of Matewan to evict the
families of striking miners. Instead, the
miners engaged the agents in a shootout
known as the Matewan Massacre, which
left ten people dead, including the town
mayor and two of the Felts brothers. The
violence continued into the summer of
1921, when Baldwin-Felts agents assassinated Sid Hatfield, the sheriff of Matewan, and an estimated ten thousand armed
miners rose up in protest. The Battle of
Blair Mountain was the largest labor revolt
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in American history, quelled only when
President Warren Harding sent in federal
troops.
Kettle Bottom chronicles this history from
the points of view of the miners and their
families. Each poem channels a different
persona: the wives who scrub coal dust
from their husbands’ coveralls; the woman
who advises her sister Hazel not to marry
an alcoholic miner; the Italian sculptor
who is mistakenly sent to the mines when
he arrives in America; the man whose
brother impersonates him in order to sell
the family land to the mine company; the
schoolteacher Catherine Terry, who tries
to reconcile the injustices she sees with
her own privileges; and the child who
helps her mother deliver milk for their
neighbor’s hungry newborn. Some characters recur in the book while others appear
once or twice. Some characters are named
while others remain anonymous. Through
these voices, we feel the private pain of
this history.
The epigraph quotes Muriel Rukeyser’s The Book of the Dead, a documentary
poem on the Hawk’s Nest Tunnel Disaster in Gauley Bridge, West Virginia, where
workers died of silicosis after drilling for a
hydroelectric project:

authors, place is more than just a picturesque scene. It is where history, geology,
ecology, and politics collide to shape the
lives of the inhabitants. Decisions based in
power and politics have consequences on
our private selves. This makes me think of
Rukeyser’s remark that there are “two
kinds of reaching in poetry, one based on
the document, the evidence itself; the
other informed by the unverifiable fact, as
in sex, dream, the parts of life in which we
dive deep and sometimes . . . reach that
place where things are shared and we all
recognize the secrets.”
Here are some facts: At the turn of
the twentieth century, conditions in West
Virginia, like those in coalfields across the
country, were appalling. Safety work went
unpaid, which forced miners to take shortcuts and resulted in a high rate of accidents
and fatalities. The company controlled life
in the camps, paid the miners in scrip that
could be used only at the company store,
and turned miners and their families out
of their homes if they went on strike. In
Kettle Bottom, Fisher reaches beyond these
facts for internal truths, such as in the
opening poem, “Explosion at Winco No.
9,” which embodies the voice of a woman
asked to identify her husband’s remains:

What do you want—a cliff over a city?
A foreland, sloped to sea and overgrown with roses?
These people live here.

It is true that it is the men that goes
in, but it is us
that carries the mine inside. It is us
that listens
to what all they are scared of and takes
the weight of it from them, like
handing off

Both Kettle Bottom and The Book of the
Dead are poems of place, and for their
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a sack of meal. Us that learns by heart
birthmarks, scars, bends of fingers,
how the teeth set crooked or straight.
Us that picks up the pieces.

Mining may be men’s work, but the
conditions of this work pervade their family lives. Their wives and children bear the
fallout from the mines.
Kettle Bottom is divided into three sections.
The first tells stories of the community trying to regain its footing in the months after
the Matewan Massacre. The second is a long
poem told in the voice of Nathan Stokes,
a miner trapped in a roof fall, reminiscing
his life and facing his death. In the third,
Stokes’s body is lost but his wife, Gertie,
receives his recovered dinner bucket and
turns it upside down. The miners take her
action as a signal to strike, setting off the
struggle that culminates in Blair Mountain.
The poems are arranged chronologically, but
Fisher does not simply narrate the events as
they unfold. Instead, she depicts this history
in moments of emotional intensities from
the characters’ lives, such as in the poem
“The Rocks Down Here,” told through the
voice of a miner who returns to work after
the Matewan Massacre:
First hour of every shift down in the
mine,
shakes and cold sweats worse’n the
grippe
that near took me last spring.
Past that, I begin to feel easy-like,
moving through the dark.
You can bet your bottom dollar

them Baldwin-Felts gun thugs
won’t hound a man down into the hole
to devil him.

He goes on to think of his wife, who
would rather live in a place sunny and
clean, instead of scraping by with seven
children in a coal town, and concludes:
After an hour or so
down below, a body gets to thinking,
a mountain on your back, hell,
that ain’t nothing.

One of my favorite pieces in the book is
“What History Means to Me,” a prose
poem in which five of Catherine Terry’s
students, ranging from grades four to eight,
respond to a homework assignment in the
days before Blair Mountain. The children
are skeptical of received truths. Edith Mae
Chapman quotes her father: “There aint no
company teacher got nothing to teach us
children about history.” Pearlie Webb, the
oldest of the five, writes, “History is the
facts, and true, whereas stories is what folks
make up, is what Miss Madden taught us
last year.” A month before, however, Webb’s
neighbor died during a difficult childbirth,
but Baldwin-Felts would not let anyone
into the camp. When the company doctor
finally arrives, he “write up the Death Certificate, for Cause of Death he put Childbirth, which is a fact, Miss Terry, but it sure
ain’t got nothing to do with the truth.”
Fisher does not write directly about
her life in Kettle Bottom, but in an interview
with Francesca Rheannon for Writer’s Voice,
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she agreed that the book is autobiographical in the sense that she was “grappling
with the core questions of [her] own life
and [her] own family.” In particular, she
asks, “How [do you] live when you have
a lot to be afraid of?” Her family, as she
writes in her author’s bio, was part of the
Appalachian out-migration from Mingo
County, West Virginia, where Matewan
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is located, and Johnson County, Kentucky,
about seventy miles from Matewan, which
is to say, Kettle Bottom is a story of the people she came from. Fisher creates a self
inside this history and makes this history
personal. At the same time, she locates this
self in a larger world, drawing on her family stories and culture to create a collective
identity from this tragedy.

