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Changing Our Nature 

When I was a child my family would travel 

Down to Western Kentucky where my parents were born 

And there's a backwards old town that's often remembered 

So many times that my memories are worn. 

 

And daddy won't you take me back to Muhlenberg County 

Down by the Green River where Paradise lay1 

 

These opening lines to a folk song appropriately titled Paradise always seem to wander 

into my mind as I drive the windy country roads of Kentucky. This state has been my home my 

entire life, and I still spend most summers back home working as a legal assistant for my father, 

a man who fancies himself one of the small-town lawyers found in Grisham novels and legal 

dramas (complete with a seersucker suit). My tasks those humid southern summers ranged from 

filing documents and paying bail for my father’s clientele, to making lunch runs and organizing 

the shelves in his office. My favorite aspect of that job however, was driving him to the plethora 

of courthouses that occupy the center of their respective remote, one-stoplight towns. 

Cumulatively, I’d wager that I’ve spent hundreds of hours navigating the windy tree-lined 

country roads of rural Kentucky while my father makes phone calls and reviews for his court 

appearances.   

As a first-generation Kentuckian, my connection to the state was not immediate. Despite 

the culture of my largely midwestern family being slightly different than my more southern 

peers, over time I formed a bond with the sticky humid summers, the creeks I played in as a kid, 

the breathtakingly green rolling hills, and the state’s many lakes on which I spent most of my 

 
1 “John Prine – Paradise.” Genius. Accessed November 9, 2021. https://genius.com/John-prine-paradise-lyrics.  
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teenage years. My now unfailing love for the people, food, music, sports teams, and ultimately 

the culture of Kentucky all stemmed from my love of its natural landscape. 

I include this brief background on my life because without knowing what Kentucky and 

its natural landscape mean to me, it is impossible to fully comprehend how dramatically the 

reality of the next few lines of Paradise continue to affect me.  

 

And daddy won't you take me back to Muhlenberg County 

Down by the Green River where Paradise lay 

Well, I'm sorry my son, but you're too late in asking 

Mister Peabody's coal train has hauled it away 

 

Then the coal company came with the world's largest shovel 

And they tortured the timber and stripped all the land 

Well, they dug for their coal till the land was forsaken 

Then they wrote it all down as the progress of man.1 

  

The final line of this song attributes the torturing, stripping, and forsaking of the land I 

call home to “the progress of man.” What is the progress of man?  Is man so desperate for 

progress that he will destroy his surroundings to achieve it? It goes without saying that Kentucky 

in no way has a monopoly on environmental degradation, nor is it particularly exemplary in the 

history of human progression. However, the mining of coal in the paradise that John Prine and I 

call home serves excellently as a microcosm of the willingness of man to sacrifice the natural 

world in the pursuit of the “progress of man.” 

The first coal mine in Kentucky opened in none other than Muhlenberg County and in its 

first year alone produced over 328 tons of coal. Man, always desperate for progress, increased 

production exponentially. Just 23 years after the opening of the first mine, the state was 

producing upwards of one-hundred thousand tons of coal, and by 1879 the state reached a 
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million tons of coal produced annually.2 The most baffling of all these statistics is that by 2001, 

8.36 billion tons of coal had been extracted from Kentucky and shipped all over the world.  

The mining and burning of coal (perhaps more than any other fuel source with the 

possible exception of oil) has had tremendous consequences on both man and nature. The use of 

coal soared during the Industrial Revolution of the 19th and early 20th centuries. Coal was vital as 

an energy source in the manufacturing of steel, the powering of steam engines, and the creation 

of railways.3 I had a history teacher my freshman year of high school who often stated that 

America gained more of its defining characteristics and personality during the industrial 

revolution than during any period before or since. Assuming that to be the case, it would be 

nearly impossible to imagine how radically different America would be were it not for coal. 

In addition to providing us with much of the infrastructure and technological progress we 

enjoy today, the mining and production of coal has had nearly irreversible consequences on the 

environment at large. The increased demand for coal that arose during the industrial revolution 

meant that the traditional mining practice of digging a shaft and sending workers deeper and 

deeper in the earth (a process called contour mining) would no longer meet productivity 

demands. Mining companies soon adopted the practice of strip-mining, which entails using 

dynamite and heavy machinery to explode entire mountainsides leaving the coal exposed among 

the rubble.4 This practice is almost undoubtedly the most environmentally disruptive single act 

 
2“Most Requested Coal Statistics 20202.” U.S Coal Industry. National Medical Association. Accessed November 24, 
2021. https://nma.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/c_most_requested.pdf. 
  
3Turner Queen's University Belfast View Profile, John. “What Can We Learn from the Role of Coal in the Industrial 
Revolution?” Economics Observatory, September 1, 2021. https://www.economicsobservatory.com/what-can-we-
learn-from-the-role-of-coal-in-the-industrial-revolution.  
4 Britton-Purdy, Jedediah. “The Violent Remaking of Appalachia.” The Atlantic. Atlantic Media Company, March 21, 
2016. https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2016/03/the-violent-remaking-of-appalachia/474603/. 
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humans can perform, and presently over 500 of the world’s oldest mountains have been 

destroyed through this process. Additionally, the EPA estimates that strip mining has destroyed 

over 1.4 million acres of forest (an area larger than the state of Delaware) and buried over two 

thousand miles of headwater streams. To get a scope of the level of destruction present in the 

region, the rubble that results from the explosion of mountaintops is often pushed into valley and 

has been found to accumulate into deposits as deep as 600 feet.5 The combination of the massive 

amounts of erosion due to billions of tons of loose rubble, and the destruction of forests and 

water sources, means that it is unlikely 

that the region will ever truly recover 

from what we have done to it. To the left 

is an image of the impact of strip mining 

on Guyandotte Mountain (aka Bolt 

Mountain) in West Virginia, an adjacent 

area very similar to Kentucky. 

Figure 1: Bolt Mountain 

I understand that the odds of the reader of this essay being from Kentucky are probably 

pretty low. However, try to imagine having grown up building forts in those woods, playing and 

fishing in that river, and forging friendships in those hills. I grew up on the edges of suburbia, 

and up until very recently I was never further than walking distance from dense deciduous 

forests such as the one pictured above. I remember taking Sunday afternoon walks with my 

father and siblings through the woods, testing out our new slingshots that would inevitably break 

 
5 Bruggers, James. “Appalachia's Strip-Mined Mountains Face a Growing Climate Risk: Flooding.” Inside Climate 
News, November 30, 2020. https://insideclimatenews.org/news/21112019/appalachia-mountains-flood-risk-
climate-change-coal-mining-west-virginia-extreme-rainfall-runoff-analysis/. 
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or be taken from us as a result of “overly aggressive use.” I remember walking through those 

woods, where on a pleasant warm evening and under the privacy of the leaves I had my first kiss. 

I remember the righteous indignation I felt as I discovered a nearby quarry dumping industrial 

waste in the hills behind its digging site. And I remember the feeling I had as a 17-year-old when 

I saw a house only two or three doors down from mine burn nearly to the ground. The 

melancholy feeling I experienced as I watched my neighbors examine the wreckage of their 

home is the same feeling I have as I scrolled through image after image of the malignant 

wreckage left in the wake of strip mining. While I understand you may not be from Kentucky, 

anyone who has ever felt at home in a place can undoubtedly understand the heartbreak of 

watching that place be irreparably destroyed.  

All of the environmental (and emotional) destruction discussed thus far is a result of 

simply removing the coal from the earth. Burning it is proving to be even more disastrous in its 

consequences. Burning coal, more so than any other fossil fuel, emits greenhouse gases (the most 

prevalent of which is carbon dioxide or CO2). These greenhouse gases are the leading cause of 

the disastrous climate change we are currently facing. Additionally, the burning of coal is the 

leading contributor to acid rain and mercury-based water pollution, and is responsible for the 

prevalence of pollutant PM 2.5 in the air, the primary cause of pollution-based respiratory 

infections.6  

As previously stated, it is not an exaggeration to assert that no other practice has 

contributed more to man’s progress, or destroyed more of our environment than the mining and 

burning of coal. For the entire history of humanity, man could only travel as fast as he or his 

 
6 Bruggers, James. “Appalachia's Strip-Mined Mountains Face a Growing Climate Risk: Flooding.” Inside Climate 
News, November 30, 2020. https://insideclimatenews.org/news/21112019/appalachia-mountains-flood-risk-
climate-change-coal-mining-west-virginia-extreme-rainfall-runoff-analysis/. 
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horse could run - until coal powered the steam engine and helped supply the steel that built it. 

Coal was the fuel that shifted our country from an agrarian society of farmers pursuing open land 

and a quiet life, to a manufacturing economy where ambition, work, and wile could yield 

staggering wealth. Coal is as connected to the proliferation of the American dream as is the 

statue of Lady Liberty herself. How then can we characterize this change? Can we accurately and 

sincerely measure our change as a society as progress? According to John Prine the coal 

companies “wrote off” the entirety of the aforementioned environmental degradation as the 

progress of man. It is now that my Christian roots and southern Bible-belt upbringing call to 

mind a passage of scripture I’ve seen on the bumper stickers and roadside church marquees that 

line the streets outside my neighborhood and a million others like it in the south: 

For what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his own soul? or 

what shall a man give in exchange for his soul?7 

  

 How can we ensure that in our search for progress we are not destroying the very 

landscapes that make up who we are – our souls? I believe the answer lies in evolution, one of 

the fundamental laws of the natural world.  

I remember learning in a 6th grade science classroom that whales and wolves share a very 

similar common ancestor. For some reason - perhaps it was the sheer disbelief with which I first 

received this knowledge - this particular example of evolution is permanently etched in my brain. 

Among early animals was a small land-dwelling wolf like mammal called Pakicetus8, which due 

to environmental pressures (more food, less predators, etc.) found a better chance for survival in 

the sea. Through genetic mutation, natural selection, and of course hundreds of millions of years, 

 
7 Holy Bible Matthew 16:26 KJV  
8 “Tracing the Face and Age of the Placental Mammal Ancestor: AMNH.” American Museum of Natural History. 
Accessed November 7, 2021. https://www.amnh.org/explore/news-blogs/research-posts/tracing-the-face-and-
age-of-the-placental-mammal-ancestor. 
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these wolf-like creatures eventually developed more webbed toes, greater lung capacity, higher 

nostrils, thicker skin, and countless other genetic and physiological changes which enabled them 

to live permanently in the ocean.9 They became whales.  

An industrialized world and the corresponding boom in population necessitated that we 

evolve. We changed from farmers and craftsmen to factory workers, inventors, businessmen, and 

world travelers. We currently feed, clothe, and care for more people than ever in the history of 

mankind. The beautiful thing about the evolutionary process, is that the genetic mutations that 

eventually led to the remarkable transformation of land mammals to whales occurred almost 

entirely at random. Who’s to say that some factions of the Pakicetus population didn’t start 

evolving to take to the sky instead of the sea but were ultimately unsuccessful? There must have 

been some who, seeing their more evolved counterparts, took to the water prematurely and found 

they could not survive.  

Perhaps mankind has been overzealous in its use of coal, maybe we reached too far too 

quickly for evolution and like the under-evolved Pakicetus we too risk metaphorical drowning.  

While I am still far from concretely defining the progress of man, I am confident that in order to 

preserve both the natural world and our very souls, mankind’s progress must include consistent, 

constant, and sustainable change. 

John Prine, who passed away in April 2020, permanently connects his soul to the land 

that he loves in the closing verse of Paradise: 

When I die let my ashes float down the Green River 

Let my soul roll on up to the Rochester dam 

I'll be halfway to Heaven with Paradise waitin' 

Just five miles away from wherever I am. 

 
9 “The Evolution of Whales.” Understanding Evolution. UC Berkeley. Accessed November 9, 2021. 
https://evolution.berkeley.edu/evolibrary/article/evograms_03. 
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