DEEP EARTH
Judy Fink
Growing up in the beautiful state of Pennsylvania, I took the vast scenic landscape for granted. The mountains, pine trees, ski slopes, fall foliage, etc. were part of my everyday life. 
	After our children were grown and moved out, Joe and I treated ourselves to a fun sporty Mazda Miata convertible. It was a mid-year special edition, the color a shade like deep merlot wine, the interior beige leather. Joe fashioned a back shield which he placed behind our head rests helping redirect some of the wind from our top-down rides. Wanting to really enjoy the Pennsylvania back roads less traveled, we joined a local Miata Club. Once a month, the club would arrange for a day trip, then stop at a local eatery for lunch before disbanding for home. Creating a caravan of about fifteen various colored Miata’s, we traveled through many local towns causing heads to turn. 
One trip we drove from our home in Murrysville to Johnstown to view the memorials of the tragic flood which overtook the town in the late 1800’s. Due to days of heavy rain, the South Fork Dam, located fourteen miles upstream, overflowed and failed. The town is surrounded by mountains thus creating a funnel-like entrance. When the rushing water broke though and decimated everything in its path, the townspeople never had a chance, causing over 2,200 innocent souls to be swept away. 
  In order to get to the top of the mountain, an industrial elevator equipped to carry automobiles took our Miata’s up the steep grade. I will never forget standing on the top of the mountain and viewing the bowl-shaped town below. On that mountaintop was a huge cemetery where the many simple graves were interred by those unfortunate victims. Many had crosses with no names because bodies of whole families could not be identified. 
On a trip to Hopwood, we explored the famous Laurel Caverns. These caves are the largest in Pennsylvania featuring a labyrinth of connecting underground caverns extending over three miles. Lights illuminated large dripping stalactites hanging from the cave ceiling and towers of stalagmites jutting from the cave floor giving the landscape an otherworldly look. Mother Nature has a habit of producing such beauty in unexpected places.
One trip stood out to me from those many excursions. Our group drove to the middle of the state to tour a non-working coal mine. Pennsylvania has abandoned underground coal mines that were interspersed throughout most of the state. They were the lifeline of fuel for heating homes and businesses centuries ago
I remember my mother shoveling heavy heaps of coal into our huge basement furnace every morning during cold weather. My brothers and I fighting for a spot to stand on the heating vent to get warm before getting dressed for school. I never appreciated what hard work that was for her then; I do now.
 After parking our convertibles outside the mine entrance, we all gathered to enter per our guide’s instructions. There sat a long, yellow rusty steel tram which would be our mode of transport deep into the bowels of the coal mine. Once you stepped in, you sat on the metal seat which was so low, you were only inches from the dirt floor. The tram then loudly rocked and bumped its way down the long shaft to our destination. 
Filing out of our ride, we were in the blackest, deepest part of our journey. Crude overhead lights spread along the ceiling of the mine, barely lighting the blackness of the shaft. Our guide pointed out the large gouges in the mine’s walls. This was evidence of the miner’s pickaxes chipping away at the coal surrounding us. Each strike of the axe created the deadly coal dust which the miners inhaled every day. Many suffered severe lung damage which was irreversible in that era. I remember my uncle developed emphysema from his years working the mines. He lived the rest of his life attached to a large oxygen tank in his living room. The mine company provided “Black Lung” medical benefits for him and my aunt for the remainder of his and her life.
Our guide explained how the miners in those early days shoveled coal into large metal coal buckets secured on wagons or sleds. Before automation, mules pulled the heavy loads to the surface. The mules were actually more important than the miners…it was easier to replace a miner than a mule.
As we walked around the mine, the guide said, “I want all of you to look around at where you are standing. You should realize we are all in a relatively small shaft that’s located two miles underground with tons of earth and coal above us.” We all looked at each other with wide eyes, having no concept of how deep we really were. That made me feel a little claustrophobic and was glad he instructed all of us to re-enter the tram for the long ride back to the surface. The sunshine and fresh air never felt so good.
Although we no longer reside in Pennsylvania, I’m glad we had the opportunity to explore historical areas which formed the state and showed the resilience of its people. The trip into that deep black earth gave me a new respect for the men who toiled there and the sacrifices they made to provide fuel to keep families warm during those cold Pennsylvania winters. 
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